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Family photos of me and my dad.



“Mike, if you’re going to do something, do it right the first time”




It was something my father always said to me. And it was something he believed in—something that he lived. He was a true jack-of-all-trades. He had trained as a plumber, then worked at General Motors for his whole adult life, eventually becoming a second-class engineer. But from the time I was about three years old, all my memories of him working take place at our family’s house in Toronto’s East End. I was always beside him, watching, infatuated with his ability to change things—to take down walls or redo our house’s plumbing. He realized I wasn’t going away, so he started to teach me. “Dad, let me do it, let me try it,” I used to say. Eventually he let me, overseeing everything I did. By the time I was six, I had rewired the whole house under his supervision. I chose where to run the wires, put them through the receptacle boxes and switches, and wired the whole thing together. For me, it was a totally exciting thing to do. When I wasn’t working on the house, I was taking apart my toys. “Why are you taking them apart?” my dad would ask. “I want to know how they’re put together,” I’d tell him. Later I was building go-karts, and I put together a trailer that was so big it had to be pulled by two bicycles. When I was eight or nine, I built a three-bedroom tree house and freaked my dad out because I’d used every single nail and piece of lumber that he had hanging around the house.

My dad and I worked on our house constantly, and I picked up how to do things the proper way. One time I was helping him gut a room. Being young and foolish, I was just ripping things down, letting the floor get covered with debris. He said I should stop and clean it up, but I said I was almost done and I would clean it up later. Then I grabbed a chair instead of a ladder—and put it on a pile of debris. I didn’t realize that the debris was covering up a hole where we had taken out a hot air register. When I stood up on the chair to pull the rest of the ceiling down, one chair leg went into the hole. I lost my balance, landed on the chair, broke it, and cut myself big time.

The first thing my dad said to me was, “Are you okay?” The second was, “Does that teach you anything?”

In addition to working on our house, my dad was always being asked to work on other people’s homes, to come in and help them—something he found very hard to refuse. After a few years he started telling them, “Hire my son.” When I was twelve years old, I did my first basement renovation. It was my uncle’s house, and my dad knew I could do it. I did the whole thing—the panelling, the stairs, the dropped ceiling, everything.

I kept working and learning. By the time I was nineteen, I was being offered a lot of money to run a renovation company with fourteen employees. We built two custom homes and completed major renovations, including many kitchens and bathrooms. I talked to a lot of pros, and I learned from them. With every home I went into, I learned more. And the more I learned, the more I wanted to let homeowners know what was going on, too. I’d always grab the homeowner and say, “Hey, see what I found here? This is the problem, this is why it’s happening, and this is how it should have been done.” I guess that was the beginning of my career as a real pro contractor, a contractor who wanted to let homeowners know, each and every time I priced a job, why we do what we do and why it’s important to use the right products. I didn’t really think it would have anything to do with my future as a contractor, especially on TV, but I began to see that my impulse was to teach others what I knew.

Two and half years later, I realized it was time to go into business on my own. One job followed another, including an 18,000-square-foot showroom for La-Z-Boy—probably the biggest project I had ever done. Every once in a while I’d bring my dad in to take a look at the projects I was doing, just because I respected and loved him so much. When I was about twenty-four, I designed and completed a $52,000 bathroom, and I brought my father in to see the job. I’ll never forget what he said. He actually swore and was upset. I was a little stunned by his reaction and asked him what was the matter. He said, “I can’t believe what you’ve done. You’ve created a bathroom far beyond anything I could ever see or do.” I said, “What are you talking about? You can do this, Dad—you can do it in your sleep.” He replied, “Mike, you’ve taken everything I’ve taught you and taken it to the next level. You know codes I’ve never even heard of.” That was the day I knew my father was proud of me, and it’s a day I’ll never forget.

The most important lesson I learned from my father wasn’t about wiring or plumbing or carpentry. It was about doing things right. He cared about what he did, and so for him, doing something right wasn’t just a business practice, it was about who you were as a person, and how you treated others. My dad is gone now, but that lesson has stayed with me. I’ve tried to carry it into everything I have done, from renovating houses to writing this book. I have always tried to get it right the first time.




Dad, this is for you.

Toronto, 2006








CHAPTER ONE
Slow Down
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The more you know, the better your home will be



So you’re planning a renovation.

Maybe you’ve been thumbing through decorating magazines, looking at the latest kitchens, with their fantastic stone countertops and the most amazing new stainless-steel appliances. Or you’ve seen a nice bathroom on some TV show, with a big tub and flashy fittings. Or someone on your street has turned their old basement into a fantastic home entertainment centre.

Or it might be your dreams are a little more down to earth. You’ve found a house in the right neighbourhood, but it needs work—the bathroom is tiny, and the kitchen is looking a little tired. Or the kids are getting a bit older and you want to turn your basement into a place for them to play. Whether you are going wild or taking a simpler approach, a renovation is your chance to really put your stamp on your home.

Renovations can seem expensive, but they pay off in the long run. According to the Ontario Association of the Appraisal Institute of Canada (the people who work out how much a house will fetch when sold), a renovated kitchen will earn back 78% of the money you spent on it. An all-new bathroom will get you back 74%. It’s the same with other renovations: an addition, if it is a family room, will make you back 55% of its cost, and a finished basement will earn back nearly half. These are good financial arguments for fixing up your home.

Lately I’ve been hearing a lot of comments from homeowners who are deathly afraid of doing any type of renovation, and even more afraid of buying a brand-new home. I don’t want you to be afraid. I want you to be informed when you make decisions about the single most expensive investment in your life: your home. I want you to have the tools and the knowledge that you need to deal with contractors and builders. The more you know, the better your home will be. And that’s just as simple as ABC. If it’s built right, it lasts longer.

Step One: Slow Down



Our problem today is that when we want something, we want it right away




A big problem today is that when we want something, we want it right away. When we want a burger, we just go to McDonald’s. And when we want a new kitchen, we think we can just pick it up.

Renovating isn’t like that. If you are planning a renovation, slow down. The work can’t start tomorrow, and you can’t hire the first person who comes through your door. We’re looking at a process that can take up to a year before the renovation itself begins. You must take the time to educate yourself before you even pick up the phone to call a contractor.

First, be sure that you’ve spent enough time living in your home to determine what you like and what you want to change. You usually need at least a year in a house—four seasons, day and night—to figure that out. Just like people, homes have personalities, and you should take the time to get to know your home’s personality before diving in to make major design changes. In other words, sleep on it.

Whether you’ve just moved in or you’ve lived there practically forever, spend some time really educating yourself about what possibilities there are for redesigning your home or any part of it. Read design books and magazines. Go to the big box stores and take their seminars to learn about techniques. Surf the Web to find out about new products and why you might want to use them. Learn how much they cost.

And, of course, read this book. In my more than twenty years in this business, I have done hundreds and hundreds of renovations. I’m going to walk you through the process. If you slow down and educate yourself, you’ll have a better idea of what it is you want and what you need so that when you’re ready to call in contractors, you can determine if they know what they’re talking about and if they’re right for you and your job.
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Renovations are complex. A bathroom reno requires skilled plumbing, electrical, and structural work. Tiles, fixtures, and faucets will work only as well as what’s behind them.
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A renovation is a good time to improve the insulation in your house. If you’re gutting your exterior walls, think about getting spray foam insulation. It’s the best kind out there.

Step Two: Plan, Plan, and Plan Some More

It’s probably fair to say that most renovations come about for a combination of practical and aesthetic reasons. You’re tired of cooking in that poorly designed, dingy kitchen with no storage space, let’s say—and besides, you sure would like to have a fabulous-looking kitchen like the one you saw in that design magazine last week.

Whatever your reasons, you should plan your reno down to the last detail, being realistic about what you’ll really need and how much it will cost. Here’s a brief list of what you should try to accomplish during the planning stage:


>>> Make a wish list of exactly what you want. You probably already have lots of ideas, but now is the time to consult books, magazines, and maybe an interior designer or architect to help you flesh out your ideas. Think in terms of layout, space, storage, fixtures, and finishes. Educate yourself about the best products available today—the ones that will ensure that your home is waterproof, energy-efficient, long-lasting, and attractive.

>>> Take a thorough inventory of your home, either by hiring a home inspector or by using chapters 3 and 4 of this book. You might also consult a plumber, electrician, or heating/cooling (HVAC) expert to help you assess the state of your home’s mechanicals. Any or all of these steps will help you determine what underlying issues you may be facing. Be prepared to spend on these fundamentals before you splurge on expensive finishes.

>>> Determine how much money you can afford to spend, whether you get there by saving or by borrowing. Lots of banks and trust companies will loan you money for home improvements. Be careful to consider, though, how the repayment costs will affect your monthly budget. With a total cost figure in mind, take another look at your wish list and, if necessary, make it more realistic.

>>> Begin compiling a list of the various pros you might want to work with for your renovation. The most important one, of course, is your general contractor. The next chapter will tell you what to look for in a general contractor, and will also discuss the role of design professionals such as architects, engineers, and interior designers.

>>> Decide when your renovation will best fit into your personal and family life, and coordinate your schedule with your contractor’s.



As you go through the planning stages, you’ll want answers to some key questions: What can you expect to pay, and how long will it take to finish the work? Here is a list of some of the most popular renovations, and the time they generally take once the work begins. Bear in mind, always, that these are rough estimates. A number of factors—the age of your house, for example—can affect these times.

KITCHENS

A kitchen would cost, on average, $10,000 to $40,000, and the installation should take about two weeks once you have all the supplies in place: countertop, cabinets, flooring. Even if you’re looking at an incredibly fancy kitchen, I would still say it shouldn’t take more than two weeks of actual contractor’s time on the job site.

BATHROOMS

Bathrooms generally cost between $10,000 and $20,000 to do. I’ve personally done bathrooms for $50,000, but those are the extreme. As far as time goes, your average bathroom should take you no more than two weeks when all the materials are ready. Real pros, honestly, could probably do it in seven working days. Any more than two weeks—or less than seven days—and you should get suspicious. Either the contractor doesn’t know what he’s doing or he isn’t doing the job properly.

BASEMENTS

A basement is a lot more money: $30,000 on average. A lot of people think they can get it done for $15,000 or even less. Well, you can’t. If you know of people who did this, they likely didn’t get a permit and the contractor didn’t make a lot of the upgrades that would have been necessary if they had got a permit. Even the average of $30,000 is a little misleading. If, for example, you want to lower the floor in your basement, that can add incredibly to the cost—double it, in fact.

ADDITIONS

How much should it cost to put an addition on your home? Anywhere from $90 a square foot right up to $360 a square foot. The average is $120 a square foot. This is not a Taj Mahal. This will give you the minimum code requirements—carpet, vinyl flooring, possibly some ceramic in your bathroom, etc. That means that if you are planning an 800-square-foot addition to your home—and that is about average—you are looking at around $100,000. And this would normally take a contractor anywhere from three to four months. Any of the ridiculous amounts of time that you sometimes hear for a renovation—a year, a year and a half—are just that: ridiculous.

For simpler home improvements, such as decks and fences, there are a couple of loose estimates that will help you judge a contractor’s quote. The rule for a deck is generally $5 a square foot without railings or stairs; the general rule for fences is $12 per foot of fence. Note that these are absolute bare minimums. Based on these, an 8'  10' deck would cost $400. These are figures that contractors use to get in your house—then they get you on extras. Do you want pretty? It’ll cost you. But all that said, it is useful to have at least a ballpark figure to work with.

These are all helpful starting points. In later chapters we’ll talk a bit more about costs and times, and in the next chapter, on hiring your contractor, I’ll give you a good rule of thumb for calculating costs even more carefully.

If you bring in outside help, like a designer, engineer, or architect, you need to factor in their fees. How much is a designer? On average, $5,000 a job. An engineer is on average $5,000 to $10,000 a job, and an architect is anywhere from $5,000 to $20,000, even up to $60,000, depending on the size of your project. Do you really need to spend the money that way is the question. No matter what the answer—no matter who does the planning or helps you with it—the job must be planned out carefully, down to the last detail.

Step Three: Hire the Right People



It could take as long—and often much longer—to find the right contractor as it takes to do the actual job




When I ask most people what they expect when they’re about to start a renovation, the first words out of their mouths are usually something like this: “It’s going to cost more than expected, and it’s going to take forever.” Then, they add, they’ll probably run into problems with the contractor, and they don’t know if they can handle the stress. What I hear is all negative.

Let me assure you right now: You can do this—you can handle it. I’m not going to minimize how tough it can be to get a reno done right, of course; it’s definitely a challenge. Personally, I love challenges. But whether you love challenges or not is beside the point if you’ve decided you want that reno done. You want the end result? Then you’ve got to take up the challenge and go through the process to make it happen—to make it right.

But let me repeat: You can do it. For every step of a renovation, there is a process to follow, and I’m going to show you what that process is, every step of the way. As we move along, I’m going to take you into the process in greater and greater detail, but for now let’s just look at the basics. Step one, as I’ve said, is slowing down and educating yourself. If you’re reading this book, you’re already moving ahead with that.

After planning, the next step has to do with hiring the right people for the job. A common mistake many homeowners make is trusting other people completely—before they’ve earned that trust—and not trusting themselves. They want to hire the first guy who walks in their door, especially if he’s eager to get started. But if you’ve educated yourself first, by the time you start speaking to general contractors you’ll know exactly what you want and you’ll have a pretty good idea of what has to be done to get it. Don’t let yourself be talked into something because you didn’t have the confidence to trust your own judgment or your own instincts.

The most important thing to know about finding the right contractor is this: It could take as long—and often much longer—to find the right contractor as to do the actual job. Finding the right contractor to work on your renovation, no matter how big or small that reno may be, is something that takes a lot of legwork—phone calls, checking references, visiting other jobs done by the contractors you’re considering. I’ll go into detail about this in chapter 2, but for now, just get used to the idea that finding a contractor is a big and time-consuming part of any reno. Don’t rush it, and don’t try to get around it. Of course you want to spend your money wisely, so start by hiring the right people for the right job for the right price. That’s spending your money right.

Step Four: Go Legal and Go Safe: Get the Permits You Need, and Always Exceed Building Code

Almost any renovation you might have in mind will require a permit of some kind. I know, it sounds like a drag, doesn’t it? But in fact, permits—and the people at City Hall who give them out (for a cost)—are good for you. Much like insurance, they protect you and your investment. Here’s how.

When you get a permit, a building and planning specialist in your municipality looks carefully at the drawings and specifications you’ve brought in. (In many cases, a simple hand-drawn sketch will do, but sometimes, depending on your municipality or the complexity of the job, you may need to get the drawings made up by a draftsman or a registered architect. Check with your local building and planning department.) Before letting you have that permit, the city’s specialist will make sure that your renovation is going to meet the requirements laid down in the building code.

The building code, which deals with the strength of the house’s frame and foundation and lots of other things, sets out the lowest standards that will ensure that a house is going to be safe and secure. The code is fairly uniform across North America, though there will be special provisions in some regions to protect against local dangers, such as earthquakes or hurricanes. There are separate codes that deal with minimum standards for a home’s plumbing and electrical system as well. When an inspector comes to look at a new house or a finished renovation project, the project is approved on the basis of meeting code.

A building permit is your formal permission to proceed with your renovation. A permit outlines what the owners are doing to their home, from changes to structure to how many electrical outlets they’re planning on installing to where the plumbing will go and how it’s going to be run. Having a permit does not mean the work is going to be beautiful, it does not mean it is going to be level, and it does not mean it is going to be square. What the permit shows is that your planned renovation or upgrade complies with the building code and local planning ordinances.

Once the permit is approved and you’ve posted it in a window on the job site, you’ll need to make sure that inspections are done. Building permits tell us what we can build; it is the building inspector’s job to make sure the contractor did what the permit allowed, and did it properly. A lot of homeowners worry about visits by the building inspector, but inspectors can be your allies.

Depending on where you live, you may have four different building inspectors coming to your home, one each to cover the electrical, the plumbing, the structural work, and the HVAC (heating, ventilation, and air conditioning). Or there may be only one inspector to take care of everything, which is the case in a lot of smaller centres.

The inspector (or inspectors) will likely be in more than once, to do their inspection in stages. As an example, if you were building an addition, a structural inspector, who also deals with insulation, would first want to see footings, would come back later to look at the foundation, and would generally check on all aspects of the structure as the addition progressed, finally checking on the insulation. How many times exactly the inspector goes through depends on the complexity of the job. Don’t worry: Your permit will outline exactly when you need inspections, as well as who you must call to set them up. And once you’ve made that first contact with the inspectors, they will always tell you when another inspection is required.

Both you and your contractor should be there whenever an inspector comes to call—if there are four different building inspectors, make sure that you are there for the four different appointments. You both need to know if there are any problems to be rectified, and your contractor needs to know that you know. This keeps him from telling you that everything was fine even when it wasn’t. Do not trust the word of anyone but the inspector. How many times have I heard some homeowner with a disaster on his hands say, “Oh, they said everything had passed,” only to find out the inspector had never been there at all. Do not—repeat, do not—go any further at each stage, or allow your contractor to go any further, without confirming it with your building inspector.

An inspection’s primary purpose is to ensure that minimum code is being met by your contractor, but it’s useful for other reasons, too. As the homeowner, you are assured that the job is being done right, making you confident when it comes time to resell your home. This is a definite selling point for prospective buyers because it gives them peace of mind about the quality of your renovations. (You’ll want to hang on to all permits and inspection reports; these create a “map” of your house that will be invaluable to you.) As well, inspections let the government keep a record of what improvements you have made, which means your home can be reassessed, and may be taxed higher in the future. Some people skip inspections to try to avoid higher taxes, but it’s not worth the risk of a bad, or unsafe, renovation.

Let’s talk more about when you need permits and how you go about getting them. If your contractor is going to do a simple facelift—a new sink and toilet for your bathroom, for example—then you almost certainly do not need a building permit. But if you plan on changing the electrical, if you are going to get in there and start playing with plumbing or ventilation, or if you want to do work on your home’s structure, you will need permits. If you plan to demolish your home or gut the inside of it, that requires a permit, too.

If you are not sure whether what you plan requires a permit, get in touch with your local government—they will tell you. They’ll also tell you what it will cost. The cost of a permit is dependent on the work being done, and there are many factors at play here. Generally, the more complex the job or the bigger it is (in terms of square footage), the more the permit will cost.

Who is supposed to get the permit? The homeowner can get the permit or the contractor can get the permit. Because your contractor cannot legally begin working on your home without a permit (when one is required), you should clearly define this responsibility with him. The last thing you want is for the work to be delayed because someone forgot to get the permit or thought the other person was doing it.

Either way, one thing is always true: The legal responsibility is on you, the homeowner, to ensure that you have the necessary permits and that the necessary inspections are done. Be wary if your contractor tries to convince you that a permit isn’t needed. He might be right, but check, because you—not him—will be the one on the hook.



	[image: ]
	MIKE’S TIP


Always go better than code

As useful as the building code is in terms of ensuring safety, it’s not enough. Why? Because the building code doesn’t set standards that will necessarily give you long-term comfort or lasting value. That’s not its job. Its job is to ensure that houses are safe and to help keep house prices reasonable by setting out the minimum that has to be done. But we can and we must build better.

For example, minimum code in most places specifies that 2'  8' floor joists can be set on 16” centres, with a maximum span (length) of 12 feet. Sure, this is safe, even if you have a lot of people standing on the floor. But bounce up and down in the middle of this floor, and every lamp in the room will shake. Builders in general decided, in the end, to do better than that; they started setting those joists only 12 inches apart. Why? Complaints from new-home buyers were coming in fast and furious (and those complaints were costly to deal with). Their tile floors were cracking because the support for the floor underneath wasn’t strong enough, even though the floor was built to code.

If I were to offer you a choice between minimum code and spending a few thousand more dollars so that your tiles didn’t crack or the area around your windows was properly insulated or your basement was totally watertight, would you spend the extra money? Of course you would. In the long run, you would have a stronger, more efficient, and more valuable home. Always go for more than code. You will never regret it.
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Cracked tile and grout in a kitchen with floor joists built to code.
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	MIKE’S TIP

Do I have to get a permit?

Most of the time, the answer is yes. At the very least, you should start by asking your municipal government the question. You will usually find there is a building and planning department to oversee such things.

Here are some examples of jobs that almost always require a permit:


	Building a deck


	Adding a new residential dwelling unit, such as a suite in the basement or attic


	Doing structural work, such as repairing, altering, or adding to your house’s floor framing, roof framing, or any of their supporting elements


	Gutting a building


	Adding or enlarging a window


	Installing a hot tub or swimming pool


	Creating or altering an entrance/exit




The point here is that most jobs on your house, with the exception of surface changes such as painting walls or putting up shelves, are going to require a permit. Don’t tempt fate—or your local building inspector, who’ll be looking for job sites without permits posted in the window, and who won’t hesitate to slap you with a fine and a stop-work order.

Slow down, get the permit, make it right.




Step Five: Let the Reno Begin—and End

By the time the work crew shows up at your door, you’ll already have done a lot of work. Now the visible stuff begins. This is the part where it gets worse before it gets better—or at least gets messier before it gets cleaner. It’s also where you begin to see the payoff for your careful planning: Even though some on-the-job decision making is inevitable, your reno is going to proceed an awful lot like clockwork if you’ve done your work ahead of time.

In the next chapter, you’ll see some good advice about establishing a great working relationship with your contractor and his crew, and about making the job site—your home—a satisfactory place to be for your contractor, the crew, and your family, too. It comes down to a solid, detailed written contract and lots of discussion with your contractor about the ins and outs of the job. This is the no-surprises way of doing things. It takes planning, not magic, to make a reno run smoothly.

Taking Charge—With a Little Help

Whenever we do a show on a botched basement or an unfinished kitchen, we get hundreds of e-mails from people who had the same problem, and they all say the same thing: “I thought I was alone.” That’s part of the idea behind the TV show—to show them they’re not. That’s the message I give to people when I speak at home shows. And as you start to think about renovating, that’s the first thing you need to know: You are not alone. I’m here to help you.

Together we will get you through your home renovation. In fact, we’ll do more than get you through it. We’re going to master the process. We’ll get what you want, on time and at the right price. The right price isn’t the highest, the lowest, or even the middle price. The right price is the cost of doing it right. Once. The first time.

[image: 015-01]

Will it ever end?! Many people get into major renos that seem to go on and on, with no end in sight to the disruption and mess. Living on a reno site can be unsettling, that’s for sure. In fact, I’ve witnessed many people divorce over a reno, which is why I sometimes call the mess “divorce dust.” Having realistic expectations for how long the process will take and making sure you and your contractor agree to a schedule—in writing—should help to keep things smooth on the family front.





CHAPTER TWO
Hire Right

[image: 016-01]




[image: 017-01]

[image: 017-02]

[image: 017-03]





Contractors come in threes. You’ve got the good, the bad, and the ugly



Let’s say you want your basement redone. You’ve been thinking about it for a while, and you’re eager to get going. You start calling contractors, but they are all busy. They tell you it will be months before they can get to your house. You are starting to get desperate, and you’re forgetting the cardinal rule: Slow down. Finally one guy comes in, and this is your lucky day, because he can start right away—next week. He quotes a good price and then mentions that he would like 50% up front, let’s say $30,000, to cover materials and to pay his crew.

Well, you’re glad that he’s ready to come in. But $30,000 up front like that just seems too much. So you mention this, and he immediately drops the amount to 5%.

I hear stories like this all the time. I see three red flags here—those warning signs that tell you the road ahead may be rough. First, no pro can ever start tomorrow or next week. Pros are too busy. Second, pros don’t need a lot of money up front; they don’t live week to week. The most that contractor should have asked for is 10%, and that’s only to tie up his time—to make sure he’s yours and you’re his. Third, that drastic drop from 50% down to 5% tells you you’re dealing with the wrong contractor. Pros don’t budge. They’re very kind and courteous, but the facts are the facts.

Next to you, the most important person in your renovation is the general contractor. He is the guy who will be there day in and day out. He (or she—yes, there are plenty of women working as general contractors, as well as in the trades) will be hiring and overseeing the work of the subcontractors. He will be responsible for how the work is done, and when. He may bring in an architect or engineer if needed. Choose the right general contractor, and everything else should go fine; get it wrong, and watch out.

That’s an obvious statement, but it is frightening how little thought most people put into finding the right contractor. When they are facing an expensive and potentially difficult task like a major renovation, most people rely on what I call the Law of Threes.

Here’s how it works. Whenever I am at a home show, I’ll ask everyone: If you are planning a renovation, how many contractors should you talk to? The answer is always the same: three. Then I’ll ask: How many references should your contractor give you? Again, right across the country, three is always the number-one answer.

Contractors come in threes, too. You’ve got the good, the bad, and the ugly. The ugly are a very small group, I’d say about 10% in all. They are there to take your money and they have no conscience whatsoever. They will rob you blind. They might even take your money and never show up for the job. Or they’ll show up once, remove a wall or put in a couple of studs, and never return.

The group you want are the pros. Yes, they’re definitely out there. They amount to about 20% of all contractors. But they’re usually booked pretty far in advance. This is especially true today, when right across Canada we are in the midst of a renovation boom that shows no signs of stopping any time soon.

That leaves the remaining 70%, the bad. When it comes to their job, they don’t know enough or they don’t care enough, or both. They practise what I call “mine over matter”: It’s not mine, so it doesn’t matter. Most of us can spot the ugly coming from a mile away, but we’re not so good at spotting the bad.

The point is, if eight out of ten contractors don’t know or don’t care what they’re doing, the odds against the three you’ve chosen to check out being among that group are pretty high. That’s why it’s so important to check out way more than three contractors—you need to make a broad slate of candidates in order to find the right one for you. And what’s with this three-references thing? Even the worst contractor can probably get it right three times running. Or fool three people. Three references just aren’t enough.

[image: 019-01]

Look what happens when you hire the wrong contractor (top and middle). In this case, a window-and-door guy got in way over his head and botched a kitchen reno. The bottom photos are the “after” shots, once we made it right.


Choose the right contractor, and everything else should go fine; get it wrong and watch out



Do You Really Need a General Contractor?

Let’s take a step back and ask a different question: Do you really need a general contractor? Why not just do it yourself? After all, by some estimates you can save as much as 30% on the overall cost of the job if you don’t use a general contractor. To my mind, though, unless you have unlimited time (and I really mean unlimited—you have to be there all the time) and a lot of knowledge (through courses, books, and especially hands-on experience), acting as your own general contractor is a mistake. I’ve said before that I’m not a big fan of DIY, and I’ll say here that general contracting is not the place to make an exception. A good general contractor is a manager and an overseer, as well as (almost always) an experienced tradesman in his own right. He knows the building code, and he not only knows when permits are necessary, he also obtains those permits. The best general contractors are adept at scheduling, problem solving, and dealing with the unexpected. Managing large-scale renovations is a skill and an art, not to mention a full-time job. Your job is to find the right general contractor; his job is to make sure you get what you want from your renovation.

So make no mistake, you need a general contractor first and foremost. I believe that a general contractor should be hired before you think about hiring an engineer, an architect, or any other design professional. It’s true that some people do go in the other direction—most often if they’ve discovered an architect whose work they admire and they really want to work with that person—but I recommend finding the best general contractor you can and then, if and when it’s necessary, your general contractor can bring an engineer or architect onto the job. This usually eliminates unnecessary planning costs.

Let me explain. Engineers and architects are mainly book people. They’ve learned what they know in school. Most of them haven’t been in the field, working. They’re going to base their recommendations on numbers and calculations. You’ll usually find that if you hire an architect or engineer first, they’ll draw up plans; then a contractor will look at your house and at those plans or drawings and say, “This doesn’t work—we’re going to have to make changes.” You’ll have to go back to the architect to redraw the plans, and you’ll wind up paying more. A good general contractor works with you and an architect or engineer—often from a list of people who work with him regularly—to come up with a workable plan that’s



The Design Professionals: Architects, Engineers, and Interior Designers
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	MIKE’S TIP












Where to Look





If a contractor tells you to stay away from permits, stay away from that contractor




The Dating Process: Interviews
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Checking References







The Price








The Contract
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Before the Work Begins













On the Job
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Spotting the Red Flags



Thoroughly checking out the contractor before you sign a contract is the one thing that’s going to save you
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