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About Adam Mason

Well respected in the industry 
Adam Mason has over 15 
years experience building 

custom family homes. A carpenter by 
trade, learning his craft working for 
custom home builders on large detailed 
homes. In 2003, while still a student 
completing year 12, Adam started his 
apprenticeship and completed his time 
with builders learning all the necessary 
skills to complete a house from start to 
finish rather than just the carpentry side of the build.

After completing his apprenticeship in 2007 Adam became a self 
employed contract carpenter building new architecturally designed 
homes and during this time Adam completed his certificate 4 in 
construction.

In Feb 2010 Adam was issued with a QBCC Builders licence.

After working for other Custom home builders Adam believed 
he could combine the best parts of the processes he had learned to 
form a great company of his own.

Taking these skills he acquired during his time project managing 
multi-million dollar luxury homes, Adam founded Adam Mason 
Homes Pty Ltd in early 2014

Adam and his team have worked closely with their clients to turn 
their dreams and ideas into reality.
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Introduction

In the world of home construction, there are two types of clients 
The first has the gold standard experience which sees them 
move into their new home or wander through their investment, 

smiling broadly and wondering why so many people complain 
about the process. The builder was a new friend – communicative, 
understanding, professional and informative. They made it their 
mission to ensure that you received exactly what you needed within 
an acceptable budget. This professional has completed the task with 
their sterling reputation intact. The owner walked away feeling 
fulfilled and positive, and would have no hesitation in taking on 
another project in the future.

The second client has the all-too-common, polar-opposite 
journey. The build almost ruined their faith in mankind with a 
builder who was non-communicative, resentful of suggestions, 
and all too eager to cut costs, raise their margins and move on 
regardless of their client’s opinion.

They are two very different experiences from the same process 
and whether you enjoy the first and avoid the second starts here, 
because whether your build experience is a dream or a nightmare, 
is entirely down to you.

With many years in the industry, I’ve seen it all – from shonky 
builders looking to strip people hard-earned cash, through to saints 
of the industry who go the extra mile and beyond to ensure they 
leave nothing but outstanding results in their wake.

This book will tell you how to make your new build a dream 
experience.
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WHAT’S IN THIS BOOK?
Regardless of your background or experience the information in 
this book will leave you better equipped to dramatically reduce the 
risks of an often complicated and troublesome build process. 

Whether you want to renovate or build from scratch, have 
$100,000 or 5,000,000 to spend, this book will give you a 
comprehensive list of check points and guidelines to ensure you get 
exactly what you want and nothing less. 

Within these pages is the first blueprint to set you on the path to 
success, to enjoy the spoils and perhaps even start planning your 
next build.

WE’LL COVER THE SIX IMPORTANT STAGES OF THE 
BUILDING PROCESS FROM IMAGINING YOUR PERFECT 
ABODE THROUGH TO BEING HANDED THE KEYS. 
In The Idea Stage, we’ll be discussing where to start. You’ll discover 
how to determine exactly what you need in a new build. We’ll talk 
about the risk of overcapitalisation, and when spending a little 
extra shouldn’t cause concern. We’ll also discuss the importance 
of putting your desired lifestyle first and foremost in your initial 
thinking, and then work towards the details.

In the Team Building Stage, we’ll look at the various professionals 
you’ll consider engaging, such as architects, building designers, 
draftsmen (and women), and design and build companies. We’ll 
show you how to decide on the best combination of designer and 
builder for you so you’re confident your dream team will deliver the 
perfect outcome for you. 

In the Preliminary and Quote Stage we’ll be looking at the details 
of locking in the design and quote. You’ll understand why an 
accurate Bill of Quantities is a must when seeking multiple builder’s 
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quotes and how design influences cost.

In the Paperwork Stage, it’s down to the nitty-gritty of contracts 
and how the building contract is your project’s rulebook. We’ll 
review what you’re paying for, how it’s going to be delivered and 
when you can expect to get it. We’ll also discuss how to deal with 
changes to your design in the early stages of contract discussions 
you’re your builder.

In the Process Stage we’ll look at the importance of your builder/
client relationship. How to keep the lines of communication open 
and reasonable so the builder achieves the best possible outcome 
for you and your project.

Finally, at Handover Stage, we’ll talk about what happens when 
the project is completed and you take the door key. We’ll discuss 
completion certificates, walkthroughs, defects and warrantees.

Moving into your new home should be one of the happiest days 
of your life. 

Armed with this book’s process, you can fearlessly move forward 
into the world of construction, confident it will be one of the most 
positive, fulfilling and profitable experiences of your life.
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CHAPTER 1
the idea stage 

The first things you need to know 
Size doesn’t matter as much as you think 

The risk of over-capitalisation. 
The concept design

THE FIRST THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW
Step one is simple – seek the right advice. Congratulations! By 
picking up this book you’ve already moved in the right direction.

When embarking on the building journey there’s some numbers 
you should be aware of straight away:

1. There are more than 71,000 building and construction 
companies in Australia, of those, 14,000 are residential 
builders. From my experience having worked with over 1000 
small to medium size builders since 2004, perhaps one per 
cent of those residential builders who follow what I’d regard 
as best practice. That’s right, out of those 14,000 residential 
builders, there are around 140 who can be relied on to deliver 
an outstanding result every time. Sobering statistic.

2. Things may get even worse. The Invoice Market’s SME Cash 
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Flow Crisis Report 2017 shows that small and medium size 
enterprises (SME’s) in the construction sector are perpetually 
owed on average $44,812 each or $15.4 billion worth of 
outstanding invoices. An average builder has to ask two or 
three times for their bills to be paid. According to Australian 
Bureau of Statistics and Investment Commission 47% of 
construction companies go out of business in the first three 
years of operation. We’ll talk more about due diligence and the 
relevance of this to you later.  
 
Below is a real life story (names changed to protect the 
innocent) to demonstrate what can happen when choosing a 
builder who lacks good process, structure and best practise 
in every area of their business. Perhaps you’ve heard a similar 
story yourself?

Andy & Lana were a happy a professional couple in their early 
40’s. They had 2 kids in private school and a dog. They each had 
a new car. They were successful & very busy in their white-collar 
jobs. Their everyday work environment was dealing with highly 
educated, well paid professionals. They were onto their 6th home. 
They had done well buying and selling their previous family 
homes. Their latest stepping stone up the property ladder was an 8 
bedroom 40 year old home on a 1.5 acre block. It was a renovators 
delight and bought for a real bargain price. 

It was a truly massive home. It was very run down, hence the low 
price and needed a lot of work on everything. From top to bottom, 
it had issues. The roof had a uniquely designed box gutter from 40 
years ago that had failed, leaving 200 meters of box gutter around 
the entire home that leaked in 40 places. 8 Bathrooms, 2 Kitchens, 
all the 5 living areas, the massive pool with waterslide - all needed 
major work and even the foundations had sunk and the brick 
fences were on the brink and about to topple over. But all this was 
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seen as no big problem really, as it was so cheap, even if they ended 
up spending $1.0 million, they still couldn’t loose. 

Andy and Lana needed a builder so they called 3 local builders. 
They met each builder on 3 consecutive days for an after work 5pm 
site meeting. They decided on Clay the Builder. He was about 40, 
looked like a normal tradesman, and he seemed the keenest. He 
could start straight away and he gave a price indication well below 
the other 2 builders. So Clay was going to get more done for a 
cheaper price than the other guys. They had found the right guy. 
Awesome.

Clay drew up a plan of stage one – $260,000 for a new 120m2 
Pool House, new tiling around the existing home’s massive patio 
areas, new concrete areas around the pool & pool house, new pool 
fencing – this was just the starting stage of what would have to be a 
very large multi stage project. 

Clay, true to his word got straight to work, so far so good. He 
built the Pool House to roof on, poured the concrete areas, had the 
tiling done, installed the new pool fence. He was on fire, right up 
to the point when Andy noticed a couple of things that didn’t look 
quite right. Andy came home early from work the next day so he 
could have a chat with Clay about the frameless glass pool fence, as 
it looked crooked. Clay wasn’t very receptive during the meeting. 
He became more and more defensive. He said that Andy was being 
unreasonable and that the work was acceptable as is and he went 
home after a fairly tense meeting.  

 Andy asked Lana what they should do next. As there was 
something obviously wrong with the job as it just looked crooked. 
They called & met with Clay the next day again and asked him 
to get the pool fence straighten, so it looked like it should. Clay 
refused, saying there was nothing wrong with the fence and they 
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would just have to accept it as is. Andy dug his heals in here and 
threatened to call the Ombudsman to resolve the issue. Clay 
left that day and didn’t come back to work. Andy contacted the 
Department of Fair Trading and arranged a meeting. It took about 
2 weeks to arrange the meeting. During this time their family 
home remained a half built job site with materials and half built 
structures everywhere. The kids couldn’t play outside and Clay 
wasn’t answering their phone calls. During the site inspection the 
building inspector noticed a major problem. There were multiple 
defects with Clays work, not just the obvious pool fence problem.

It turned out that the new Pool House had no council approval. 
And it was built incorrectly from the ground up and was so bad it 
had to be demolished. The massive patio tiling was laid incorrectly 
and was defectively glued and had to be ripped up and redone. The 
concrete areas had been laid with the wrong falls and sent water to 
pool and to pond in all the wrong directions. The pool fence had to 
be redone as it was fixed into the defective concrete area and that was 
why it was up and down, because it followed the concrete. The in-
ground lights around the pool didn’t have conduits connecting them 
… the wires where laid in the concrete. This was dangerous and 
defective works. Clay did come to the meeting with the Department 
of Fair Trading. He didn’t say much and left after the meeting.

The works stopped. The Department of Fair Trading went through 
a process of trying to get Clay to rectify the problems. He didn’t. 
Weeks went by and the grass started to grow up around the piles 
of dirt and building materials. Andy and Lana thought it would all 
be sorted out after a few weeks, maybe a month and they would get 
these problems solved. After 3 months of toing and froing with Clay 
& the Department of Fair Trading they weren’t so optimistic. 

Andy had paid $215,000 already for the works to date. The 
rectification was going to cost at least that much, if he could 
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find someone to do it as cheaply as Clay did it, plus the costs of 
removing all the existing works. Maybe another $60,000 on top. But 
nothing was happening. The house looked like a disaster area and 
there was still so much other work yet to do. Another month went 
by and Clay went into voluntary liquidation. 6 months later and 
nothing had happened… but the realisation that serious money 
had been spent and would there be some financial help from the 
building insurance? Well, Clay didn’t actually pay the insurance 
premium, that was a problem. If he had, there would have been up 
to $200,000 in insurance cover to help the situation. 

As it turned out, back at their very first meeting Andy & Lana 
had completely misread what was going on with Clay. When they 
thought Clay was “Keen”… he was actually financially desperate …
he needed the next job at any cost … as he was about to go broke. 
When they thought Clay was “Giving them a really cheap price 
indication” and they were “Going to get a great deal” … he was 
actually low balling them … just to get them to choose him. He was 
already in major financial trouble, as he had mispriced his previous 
jobs, lost money and needed cash fast. When they thought he was 
great “when he got straight into it” … he was actually skipping 
all the mandatory approvals to make some money fast. He tried 
to make money on everything he possibly could by skimping on 
everything. By doing so, he built a terrible disaster. He thought he 
could cover it all up as he went along and move on. And no one 
would be the wiser. He didn’t pull it off.

Andy and Lana were left in a very bad situation. Their beautiful 
home was in a shambles for what ended up being 8 months before 
they got to the end of the Department of Fair Trading saga. So 
they engaged another builder who was a referral from friends (he 
was a well-known builder) and he started on another stage of the 
works, while the original stage was still being sorted out with the 
Department of Fair Trading.
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But because of their bad experience Andy & Lana were now no 
longer the “Happy Couple” … they were now just a little paranoid. 
They were now the “unhappy & suspicious of every builder couple” 
… the couple who would continually retell their long saga of 
disastrous shocks that their last builder had done to them. The 
“unhappy couple” were in major stress mode. They were stressed 
out and had one project still half built with 4 foot grass growing 
out of a half built pool house. Their new builder had started on the 
leaks in mean time. Andy & Lana were not going to let this disaster 
ever happen again. They would watch everything this next builder 
did like hawks. They would talk to the new builder everyday 
about how many problems they had. The wanted to check up on 
everything the new builder did. They didn’t realise it, but they 
created an environment of high intensity and stress.

The new builder (who was a best practise builder) became more 
stressed & more anxious everyday he spent on their job. The stress 
the new builder was under became so intense, in the end, he 
had to force himself to go to their home each day because of the 
frustration involved was so great. He was really trying to do the 
right thing by the owners, to help them out of a bad situation. But 
seeing them squint their eyes in suspicion at everything he said or 
did actually began to affect his health. 

It wasn’t a good situation for the builder who was referred by 
friends, so he really didn’t want to let anyone down, but he saw 
things getting worse and worse. Andy & Lana were just too far gone 
from their own unfortunate experience to see they were putting 
everyone else under enormous stress as well. So as soon as the new 
builder had finished the leaks job he had started, he resigned from 
the project. For the sake of their mutual friends who referred him, 
he had completed the leak repairs he started. But for the sake of 
his health, he quit the project after that and would not take on any 
further stages or the rectification of the original builders work. 
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How did Andy take this news? Did he take it quietly? Did he 
reflect on the reasons why? No. Andy lost it. He was enraged. 
The white collar professional abused the blue collar builder for 
quitting. He called the builders mobile 10 times in one day hurling 
abuse saying that the builder had stolen money off him. He 
hadn’t. The builder had a security of payment bank account set up 
because Andy had the problems with the original builder. Andy 
received all the security money back after a few days in the normal 
course of business but Andy was so stressed over it that he called 
and called and threatened legal action. He called repeatedly over 
several days. 

The builders office staff were in a state of fear. Once Andy calmed 
down, he stopped calling. It’s strange what stress can do to people. 
So Andy & Lana, the once “Happy Couple” are now the not so 
happy couple, they are not quite so fresh faced as when they bought 
their massive bargain renovator. 

The saga took 2+ years but unfortunately the stress and strain 
on them as a couple and as a family has taken tripled that toll. Not 
to mention the money. Now they still have the same half-finished 
mess from the original builder who went broke. Out of pocket easy 
$300,000 and the half built Pool House is looking like the ruins of 
some ancient Inca temple slowly being swallowed by the jungle. 

How can things go so wrong? Now what? Well there is only 
one thing to do. Get another builder. They got another builder. 
A referral from friends again. And, to no one’s surprise, the next 
builders work was also not quite right. A dispute resulted. So they 
withheld payment and that third builder send his lawyers in to bat. 
That 3rd builder then quit and the project stalled again… To our 
knowledge that renovation is still ongoing and they are looking for 
builder number 4 … does anyone know a good builder? 
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We don’t want you to end up like Andy and Lana, this book will 
ensure you won’t. 

WHAT’S SO GREAT ABOUT BUILDING YOUR OWN HOME?
Building your own home can be one of the most rewarding 
experiences of your life, because you’re presented with a blank 
canvass and world of possibilities to create the perfect space for you 
and your family to enjoy. 

To illustrate, imagine a diverse Australian street where four 
families live side-by-side.

House 1 Logan Barnes is 32, and teaches English at the local 
high school. His wife, Melanie, is about to return to teaching 
history at the same school, now that the youngest of their two 
children is in full-time schooling. Melanie’s aging mother lives 
with them and finds stairs a bit tricky.

House No 2 Mohammed Albukheir is 45 and runs a restaurant 
business that has five outlets in five towns, so he’s away from 
home a lot. His wife, Seren, is a stay-at-home mum, looking 
after their three children. She’s also a gifted cook, and the 
creative genius behind her husband’s success. She loves being in 
the kitchen. She also loves her children, but needs to have her 
own space now and again.

House No 3 Recently widowed Max O’Malley loves to have 
family visit, but is a sucker for an international cricket or rugby 
match and will happily lock and leave at the drop of a hat. 

House No 4 Kylie Weber is a divorced mother of two teenage 
children and her garden is her obsession. In all honesty, Kylie 
doesn’t care as much as she might about the interior condition 
of her house’s – it’s the garden that matters to her most.
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While this motley crew of neighbours all live in the same street 
and in the same suburb, their varied lifestyles mean no one design 
would suit every family. Logan and Melanie Barnes would like 
a two-storey with the downstairs offering a secure “granny flat” 
living space for Melanie’s mum. The Albukheir family need a 
spacious well-appointed kitchen and enough square metres for 
the clan to spread out. Max O’Malley not only needs something 
low maintenance, it must be easy to secure for when he takes off 
to distant shores at a moment’s notice, and Kylie Weber will want 
garden taps for hoses, a storage shed and easy clean internal floor 
coverings.

A builder can construct a bespoke home designed specifically for 
you and your family. It will be a place where you and your loved 
ones can feel secure, happy and at ease, but the key is to assess your 
lifestyle and wants so you can maximise you’re the enjoyment of 
your bespoke home.

HOW TO CREATE THE PERFECT DESIGN FOR YOU
This chapter is about how to prepare to launch into your perfect 
new home. The simplest start involves three key people:

1. You

2. The designer; 

3. The builder

It starts with “you” for an important reason – the designer and 
builder are there to cater to your wants. If they try and force an idea 
that makes their life easier but doesn’t address your needs, then 
they are not using best practice. You have every right to demand 
your needs be met.
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EXTENSION? REMODELLING? OR NEW BUILD?
A new build isn’t the only solution to your homeowner desires. 
Maybe the house you currently live in has what it takes to become 
the home of your dreams. You’re familiar with the location, you 
love the neighbourhood – it’s just that the house has failed to adapt 
to your growing or shrinking household. Here’s where a talented 
designer and effective builder will earn their keep. The thing to 
do now is to work with a designer and builder to remodel and/or 
extend the house so that it gives you everything you want.

If extending or remodelling your existing home is a possibility 
for creating your perfect living space, take a moment to consider 
future plans. The work you do in creating a custom home may prove 
to be the wrong type of upgrade for your neighbourhood. It’s fine 
if you plan to live there for at least 10 to 15 years because, by that 
stage, resale value won’t matter and you will have enjoyed living in 
a home that suits your lifestyle. If the plan is to sell sooner rather 
than later, and you’re hoping for top dollar, then obviously tread 
more cautiously around the work you hope to conduct. You might 
imagine that a pool in a neighbourhood that doesn’t have pools will 
make the house more saleable. In fact, the opposite is often the case. 

Or suppose the last of the kids has moved out, so you don’t need 
three bedrooms, and you convert one into a bathroom. That’s great 
for now, but if this is an area with mostly three-bedroom houses, 
most buyers will be families and for them, two-bedrooms is a deal-
breaker.

One more thing about extensions and remodelling before 
we move on. You may have a set of plans from when the house 
was built. Don’t rely on them! Make whoever does your design 
work measure very carefully to ensure that what is there is what 
is supposed to be there. Over and over again we see extensions 
built on the assumption that the original house was built exactly 
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as it says in the drawings, only to find it wasn’t. You only need 
differences of 5mm to discover the windows the builder has 
ordered don’t fit, the doors are slightly out of kilter and the price of 
the job just went up... a lot!

If an extension or remodel isn’t going to be possible, then you’re 
heading toward a new build. 

SIZE DOESN’T MATTER AS MUCH AS YOU THINK
Don’t start planning your house based on the number of square 
metres or bedrooms it will have – and absolutely do not plan your 
house around the idea it must be bigger and better than your 
sibling’s home in a pointless and costly game of one-upmanship!

Those things aren’t as important as your lifestyle and creating a new 
home that allows your whole family to live the lifestyle they want.

In a family of five, regardless of who’s paying the builder, 
everyone gets a say. Your new home will work best if everyone 
living in it has their wishes taken into consideration. While not 
every dream can be fulfilled, the starting point is to ensure, at least, 
that all have some say in creating a home. 

BUT IT IS ABOUT THE BUDGET
Budget is the most limiting factor for the vast majority of 
homeowners looking to build. It’s said in the industry you can have 
anything you want – as long as time and money are unlimited. 
Congratulations if you’re in that <1 per cent! 

For the rest of us, we need to determine how much we can afford 
to spend on our construction project. 

So, before you start talking about what to build, determine your 
maximum budget.
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You know how much money you’ve already got. You know how 
much is coming in to the household every month. You also know 
how much has to go out every month. Do the maths. Find out what 
the rate of interest is going to be on any mortgage you take out. 
Then assume that that rate will go up at some point in the future. 
Work out the maximum payment you can afford. Now you know 
the maximum mortgage you can commit to. Add that maximum 
mortgage to the cash you already have. Now you know the absolute 
top line figure beyond which you cannot go.

The biggest mistake most people make when planning a dream 
home is not understanding build costs. It’s very easy to think that 
$1 million is lot of money for a home but if that has to include 
everything from GST to fees of all the consultants, you are actually 
left with significantly less for the actual build cost. 

BUDGET ALLOWANCE CALCULATION EXAMPLE;( BASED ON 
HIGH SPEC LUXURY KNOCK DOWN AND REBUILD PROJECT)

1. A 300-square metre house built at $3,000 + GST per square 
metre= $900,000 + GST  

2. Site conditions: for a significantly sloping block with limited 
access, allow and extra 10% of  $900,000 = $90,000 + GST  

3. Luxury items: for a heated swimming pool with cover and self-
cleaning capability, allow and extra $100,000 + GST  

4. Landscaping and fencing: allow an extra 15% = $135,000 + 
GST  

5. Existing house demolition and site preparation: allow an extra 
$20,000 + GST  
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6. Architect’s fees including interior design: allow an extra at 12% 
of $1,115,000 = $138,600 + GST  

7. Other consultants and fees: allow an extra $20,000 + GST.  

TOTAL BUDGET ALLOWANCE = $1,363,600 + GST = $1,499,960  

From the above example, we can see that someone with  
$1 million wanting a 300-square metre house might assume 

that they are ready to proceed, but after considering all factors, 
they might in fact be almost half a million dollars short.  

Experienced builders can discuss a project in brief and have a gut 
feeling for the overall costs within 20% of accuracy. For the average 
person, however, it is unfortunately very hard to calculate build 
costs without involving a quantity surveyor or other professional 
cost estimator. More about this later.

THAT’S YOUR LIMIT.
The result might be that you hope to build the dream home for $1 
million but, if you had to, you could go to $1.3 million. Exceeding 
$1.3 million would lead to trouble of the sort that does not go away 
in a hurry, and you’re not prepared to do it.

Remember to factor this in – before a hammer is swung or a 
tree is felled, there will be money going out the door, including 
the cost of quotation, (we know many builders will offer you a 
free quotation and we’ll talk about that later, but for now, please 
just accept that a free quotation is worth exactly what you paid 
for it) the cost of the early concept design and the cost of the full 
documentation including detailed drawings. Then there’s permits 
and approvals – it adds up, so make sure you allow for these in 
your budget.
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When you have your budget, don’t keep it to yourself. Tell your 
builder exactly how much you have to spend, because the builder 
understands costs and has the experience to know whether what 
you want can be built for that budget and – usually – the common 
sense to tell you when it can’t.  

BRAINSTORMING
Now here’s the fun bit. Imagine you created “InstaFaceTwit” – the 
social network that took the post-millennial generation by storm 
and turned you into an ulta-trillionaire. Envisage a world where 
you could build untethered to budget.

While unlikely, this is a great way to start designing your dream 
home. Of course, you are limited by your land size, location, 
zoning, slope and outlook – but in these initial stages we want to 
wildly brainstorm – discussing all the things that you and your 
family would really love to have in your new home.

Now start the discussion. This is not the time to be saying to 
family members, “No, you can’t have that because it won’t fit in the 
budget.” Write everything down. The time to negotiate with the 
other people will come soon enough.

Fifteen-year-old Annabel, who wants to follow her father into an 
engineering career, wants an extra room next to her bedroom. It 
needs to be large enough for the model train set she’s been building 
for the past four years. It faithfully reproduces the system for 
Metropolitan Brisbane and the Gold Coast, complete with airport 
terminal, Maritime Museum, and the University of Queensland. 
It’s so big that right now she can only set it out in sections on the 
garage floor – and it can’t stay there when someone wants to park a 
car under cover. Here’s her chance to spread it out the way it should 
be. She also wants her bedroom to be large enough for friends to 
sleep over.
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Mum wants a wet bar and a room she can call a study where she 
can go and lock the door. She’s working, OK? Even if you think you 
hear her snore, she’s working.

Eighteen-year-old Jason doesn’t mind what he must give up, so 
long as he has a walk-in wardrobe. Jason has a lot of clothes. He 
also wants the whole house hard-wired for high speed broadband 
and a home cinema.

Dad wants a pool room and shares Jason’s enthusiasm for a home 
cinema. Oh, and Jason and Annabel both want a pool. They both 
tell you – more than once – that the pool is not negotiable.

Now, let’s be frank. This is far from being a full list of what 
everyone wants in a new home and not everyone is going to 
get everything on their list. However, family brainstorming is 
an important part of the building process. It allows everyone 
to discuss and collaborate. It’s a moment where you can help 
others understand your needs, and it’s an opportunity for you to 
understand theirs.

Most people have some ideas about the things that would make 
their life complete. If you’re not going to try for those things when 
you move to a new home, when will you? 

WILL YOU LIVE FOREVER? OR IS OVERCAPITALISATION  
A RISK?
Sooner or later, you or your heirs are going to sell this house. Your 
family might live there for three generations, but eventually it will 
have to be sold.

It’s also possible you’ll need to downsize in 15 years, when the 
children have left home and you realise you’re not getting any 
younger. The garden that was such heaven to work in is now a bit 
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hard to handle. And no one swims in the pool any longer, so do 
you really need to continue maintaining it? In short, one day, you 
or someone else, will put the house on the market. 

So, should you be thinking about resale value when you’re 
deciding what kind of house to build?

There’s no one answer to this question. For some, the only thing 
that matters in this decision is getting the right house to match 
their lifestyle right now. For others, it’s an investment and they 
don’t want to see it lose value.

One thing we can say about overcapitalisation is that, for decades 
now, land and house prices have risen over the long term. There are 
short-term drops. People have been caught out in negative equity, 
where the amount they owed the bank was more than the house 
would sell for right now.

In the long run, though, value rises have always solved negative 
equity. As long as you can wait long enough, negative equity won’t 
be a problem.

So there’s no problem in creating your housing dream if the plan 
is for long-term living where a price growth cycle or two ends up 
absorbing any overcapitalisation. With that in mind, there are some 
things worth considering if you want to avoid overcapitalising with 
your build.

Expensive houses in low-value areas are harder to sell
One very common mistake is to build a house that is very clearly 
a cut above the others around it. Mistake? Well, that may be a bit 
strong. If that’s the house you want, and that’s the neighbourhood 
you want to be in – because of schools, work, family ties or 
amenities – then fine. What you will need to understand, however, 



23

is that it’s a lot easier to sell a house in the lower end of a suburb’s 
price range than one that’s at the upper end. Relatively cheaper 
homes appeal to a bigger pool of potential buyers because, by 
nature, they fall within more buyers’ budgets. Also, most buyers 
would rather compromise on quality than location because you 
can always upgrade your home, but you can’t relocate your block 
of land.

Different is often good
Picture those four houses we talked about earlier in an affluent 
Sydney suburb. Now imagine three of the householders all want to 
move at the same time and the market is slow. What do you think 
will happen?

Chances are it will come down to price. Why wouldn’t it? You’ve 
got four similar houses in one street, and three of them are for sale 
at the same time. How do you persuade someone to take yours and 
not one of the other two, if not by cutting the price?

If, on the other hand, every house is different, then each will 
appeal to a different part of the market. Different buyers, with 
different interests.

In the last resort, though, fears of overcapitalisation should give 
way to the desire to live the lifestyle you want in the home you have 
designed for it. Our advice would be:

For long-term homeowners, buy the house you want to live in 
because it suits the lifestyle you want,  

and not the house you think will be good for resale some day

Obviously, that does not apply if you are building this house in 
order to sell it soon so you can upgrade.
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HAVE YOU TAKEN PROPER ACCOUNT OF THE SITE?
If you don’t already have a site either picked out or bought, you 
might want to take account of what is in this section before signing 
the purchase contract. If you already have a site, discuss with your 
builder and designer what attracted you to it. That way, you can 
ensure you don’t miss out on the benefits you saw when you first 
discovered the site.

Every piece of land has its own character. Don’t fight it. Ensure 
your home is built in a way that adapts the design to the site, and 
not the other way around.

Look at the sun
Also, take account the environment of your block.

For example, in Australia, the coldest winds generally come from 
the south. If you can, put the garage on that side. It’s also the side 
where you want the smallest possible amount of glass, because glass 
leaks heat. So don’t put the rooms where you want floor-to-ceiling 
picture windows and patio doors on the southern side of the house. 

Because the sun rises in the east, the bedrooms (especially the 
main bedroom) and breakfast area will do well there. In winter, 
rooms on the north side will be better lit in the winter because 
the winter sun is low in the sky and streams through those north-
facing windows. On the other hand, in high summer, those rooms 
could become very warm indeed. If you don’t want high air-
conditioning bills, it’s a good plan to make sure that extended eaves 
are providing shelter. A veranda or deck may be an even better 
idea, and it would be a good time to think about what else you 
could use a veranda for. Take care, though – if Granddad is going to 
be taking afternoon naps in a north-facing room, he may not relish 
a football game on the veranda outside his window.
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The western aspect of the house probably needs a little more 
thought, because that can be the hottest part of the house in 
summer and a veranda may be even more advantageous there. If 
you plan a rumpus room, put it here. On the other hand, this would 
be just about the last place to put a kitchen. You really don’t want 
that amount of heat.

Neighbours
When you’re deciding how you want this house laid out, give some 
thought to the neighbouring properties and their residents. If you 
have lots of space between you and the nearest house, use it. If you 
are hemmed in, when you talk to your builder and designer you’ll 
want to take whatever steps are necessary to preserve privacy, so 
long as those steps don’t mean infringing on your neighbours’ rights.

REGULATORY AUTHORITIES
Regulations governing house building are set by national and state 
governments, and by your local council. You need to be aware of 
all of them, although you’ll be able to rely on your best practice 
builder and your designer to make sure you don’t break the rules. 
We’ll have more to say about these regulations when we talk about 
detailed design and construction. It’s a good idea to check out the 
regulations in your local council before buying the land in case an 
important design feature is not permitted in that location. The best 
way to deal with that problem is not to get into it in the first place.

CONCEPT DESIGN
The purpose of a concept design is to have something to show a 
builder for a preliminary estimate. This should provide a first step 
and some comfort you won’t break your budget.

Before any work starts, you’ll need a detailed design, with a set of 
drawings, a Bill of Quantities and detailed selections so you know 
exactly how much you are committed to spending, but you don’t 
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need these yet. Getting that sort of design costs serious money 
and spending that much before you have some idea of how close 
to the budget you are is a bad idea. What if, having spent all that 
money, you need to pay for detailed revisions? A high percentage of 
architects designs never get built for this exact reason. 

CHAPTER 1 CHECKLIST

 ❑ Don’t work with a builder until you have read this book! 

 ❑  There are 14,000 residential homebuilders in Australia. Only around 
140 of them are best practice builders.

 ❑  Building your own house is the only way to get a home that meets 
your needs, your wants, and your dreams precisely.

 ❑  The people who matter are:  
The builder 
The designer 
You

 ❑ Can you simply extend or remodel the home you already have?

 ❑  Forget about square metres and numbers of bedrooms. We’re 
talking lifestyle. The whole family has a say

 ❑ Know your budget

 ❑ Should you worry about over-capitalisation?

 ❑ Expensive houses in low-value areas are not a good idea

 ❑  If it’s a forever home buy the house that matches your lifestyle. 
Forget about resale value.

 ❑ If you are a standing start, get a concept design and estimate
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CHAPTER 2
the team building stage

Engaging your team 
What type of designer will suit you best? 

How to find a “best practice” builder

PROCESS IS KEY
Process brings efficiency, consistency and reduced risk. In my 
experience, most builders have little or no “process”, but you should 
have one for selecting a builder.

In this chapter, we are going to share a process for selecting your 
dream team. Before we proceed, here’s something to keep in mind 
throughout the team selection process.

The worst mistake you can make is the  
builder is always right and your input is unimportant.

WHAT CAN GO WRONG?
It’s a good idea in any endeavour to ask yourself: What could 
possibly go wrong? Working with a worst case scenario is a way to 
identify risks early so you can take steps to prevent problems and if 
they are unavoidable deal with them quickly,
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Obvious concerns at this early stage of designing and building 
your home are:

1. Choosing the wrong designer

2. Choosing the wrong builder.

What else should you fear?:

1. A budget overrun

2. Sub-standard workmanship

3. A good designer and a good builder who cannot work well 
together

When you’re spending a chunk of money, things that go wrong, 
tend to go expensively wrong and that has to be prevented. It’s your 
project, so you – the client – are responsible at this early stage to 
prevent future troubles by making sure you choose the right team 
from the start. You should be looking for:

 •  An expert team with proven runs on the board to give you 
sufficient confidence to follow their guidance from start-up 
right through to handover

 •  A result, in the shape of a finished home, that will meet or 
exceeds your very highest expectations and a smooth hassle free 
build experience

If you want to avoid the pitfalls and benefit from lessons learned 
by others, the we need to explore a few ugly truths.

So here are just a few of the bad experiences others have had. Every 
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one of these stories is true – each of these things really happened. In 
some cases, people grew bitter and in others they lost a significant 
amount of money. In some cases, both of those things happened. 
Names and locations have been changed again for obvious reasons.

Disaster 1
Jane and John Doe budgeted $1 million for the home of their 
dreams. They had found a beautiful piece of land and the first thing 
they did was to contact an architect to design exactly the place they 
wanted. It took more months than they would have hoped to get 
those drawings finished, at a price of more than $50,000. 

No builder had been involved and no builder’s opinion had been 
sought. The drawings were sent to three builders, each of whom 
quoted almost twice the client’s budget to build the home that had 
been designed. They had the land and they still needed a home so 
they “adjusted” the design, which cost them another $15,000. The 
budget was the budget. It wasn’t some random figure they’d plucked 
out of the air – $1 million was the most they could afford to spend. 
Eventually, their house was built – but compromises included:

 • Two fewer bedrooms than had been designed originally, 

 • Three fewer ensuite bathrooms, 

 • A garage for two cars and not for three,

 • No media room,

 •  A kitchen and a living room half the size of those originally 
planned,

 •  An outdoor entertaining area half the size of the one originally 
planned,
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 • None of the landscaping originally planned.

How did this disaster happen? 

John and Jane had not disclosed their budget to the architect – 
and the architect didn’t ask. The architect did not design a home 
around what they could afford to pay because he didn’t know 
the figure. Architects don’t understand the costings involved in 
building a home at an intimate level and why should they, they are 
designers not builders. Make sure you speak to a builder who has a 
strong relationship with an architect or designer or vice versa.

Disaster 2
A new, architect-designed home on a very steep site with 
foundations designed by an engineer. When the builder started 
work, after he’d cleared the trees and bush and begun to dig the 
foundations for the swimming pool, he realised that the ground 
was far too soft for a pool of this size to be supported by the 
foundations that had been designed. Fortunately for the owners, 
this was a best practice builder. He threatened to stop work until 
the engineer had come to examine the problem. It turned out that 
the engineer had not visited the site after receiving the soil reports 
and before designing the foundations. What’s more, the soil for 
the soil tests he had commissioned had been taken from another 
part of the site because of the trees and scrub covering where the 
pool was to be built. The engineer designed new foundations and 
the pool was built. The cost to the owners was a 6 week delay and 
$65,000 more than the original quote.

How did this disaster happen? 

Everyone concerned with the design MUST visit the site – and 
the engineer hadn’t. Soil samples MUST be taken from the exact 
spot where the work will be done – and they hadn’t been. 
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Disaster 3
The clients sought quotes from two builders. One was for $650,000 
and one for $750,000. They chose the cheap one, but ended up 
paying $755,000 because the builder who put in the cheap quote 
was low-balling the clients. He always knew that the real cost was 
going to be a hundred thousand dollars more than he had quoted. 
The other builder had quoted accurately. Both builders would, in 
the end, have charged the same amount; the difference was that 
choosing the guy who had bid correctly in the first place would 
have saved the clients a lot of grief.

How did this disaster happen? 

Simple, the builder was dishonest.

You have a dream to build a wonderful home and best practice 
builders want to help you achieve that dream. So where do you 
start in your search for a best practise builder? 

FINDING YOUR DREAM TEAM
Firstly, you need more than just a builder, you need a specialist 
builder. If you are looking to do a major renovation or extension, 
look for a renovation and extension specialist. If you are building a 
custom home on a sloping block, look for a custom home sloping 
block specialist. They do exist! The difference between a specialist 
builder and a ‘me too’ builder is like seeing a General Practitioner 
versus a Cardiologist. The specialist has spent his entire career 
focusing his efforts and attention in one area. He has the best 
experience, suppliers, team of sub-contractors and on and on. By 
choosing a builder who takes on any job he can you run the risk of 
being his guinea pig. 

At the very least, you need a specialist builder who also works 
closely with a suite of architects and designers or has an in-house 
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design team. The builder and designer must be able to work 
together otherwise you can end up like Jane and John Doe above, 
for whom an architect designed a beautiful house that was destined 
never to be built.

Remember the person you think of as “the builder” is often also 
as the project manager. There will be many subcontractors on your 
job: bricklayers, plasterers, plumbers, roofers, electricians – the 
list is long. You rely on “the builder” to bring all those activities 
together and get them done right. If the plumber makes a huge 
mess of something, it isn’t the plumber you go after – it’s the 
builder. By choosing a best practice builder, you reduce the risk of 
the plumber making a mess of the job because the builder will have 
chosen a plumber with the right skills, the right experience and, 
above all, the right attitude which is: 

“I’m here to give the customer what the customer wants, to do it 
in the best possible way and to deliver maximum value.”

Under the arrangement, you pay the builder and he pays the 
subcontractors, so if a subbie complains about not being paid, 
you tell him – sympathetically but firmly – to take that up with 
the builder. But don’t ignore the information. Ask the builder 
about it straight away. Why has the subbie not been paid? Is it 
because his work was not up to standard? If so, what is the builder 
doing about getting it fixed? Is the builder experiencing financial 
difficulties? If so, you need to get the facts and you need to decide 
whether you’re going to proceed with this builder. As one old 
building materials supplier once told me, “If a man can’t pay you 
at the start of the job, how the heck will he pay you at the end?” a 
best practise builder will have trade agreements in place to ensure 
his hand-picked sub-contractors perform to the highest possible 
standard.
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WHAT MAKES A GREAT BUILDER?
We’ve looked at some disasters, but Australia has some first-
class builders and a lot of people are living their dreams in these 
builders’ homes.

And the easiest way to talk about what it is that makes a great 
builder is by listing the things that good builders don’t have, while 
poor builders – the kind of builder you need to avoid – have them 
by the bucket load. These are the things you would soon notice:

1. A lack or structure, process and professionalism. Your builder 
should be able to demonstrate a tried and tested process from 
first contact through till handover and beyond. A best practice 
builder is all about structure and process, you’ll notice this 
very early on in your interaction with them. If your process 
for selecting a builder is better than the builders process for 
helping you find the right solution for your project, you know 
something is terribly wrong! 

2. A builder who won’t let you speak to previous client should be 
a major concern. Best practise builders leave a string of mostly 
happy clients (no one’s perfect) who’s details they will happily 
pass onto you. The best of the best will give you a list of every 
previous client they have had in recent years.

3. A poor track record of delivering jobs late and with cost blow 
outs. Again, this requires doing some due diligence which isn’t 
difficult once you start digging A quality builder gets the job 
done, gets it done well, doesn’t overrun the budget and brings 
the project in on time.

4. No online presence – If their social media and website pages 
are non-existent or look like a 12-year-old did it then that 
another red flag. A quality specialist builder should have a 
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portfolio of work that they show case on their website and 
social media platforms.

Given how much money you’re likely to be paying, does that 
sound like a lot to ask? Well, for 90 per cent of Australian builders, 
it is. Here are two contrasting companies – both are real, both are 
reasonably small and both are family owned and run.

That’s where the similarities end.

n  CASE STUDY:  
BEST PRACTICE COMPANY V THE ALSO-RAN

Also-Ran
The manager of this company really wanted to do a good job. 
It mattered to him a lot. He knew how important homes were 
to the people who lived in them and he wanted to give those 
people the very best home they could possibly have – the 
home of their dreams.

He had the skills and the know-how to do it. What he didn’t 
have was any sense of organisation. He had no structure. He 
couldn’t delegate because there was no one to delegate to – he 
had hired people, but he hadn’t hired the right people. He was 
working 80 hour weeks, 50 weeks a year.

He was constantly putting out fires, and he had never grasped 
the essential truth that simply working harder when you don’t 
have any of the right processes in place, doesn’t cut it. As well as 
hiring the wrong people, he chose the wrong jobs. The jobs he 
took were those that came to him because he had no time to 
do any marketing.

His family never saw him, they had got used to making a life 
without him, and eventually they decided to do just that. He 
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If you meet either of these guys while you’re looking for a builder, 
you’ll know which one it is that you met. It won’t be difficult.

CHOOSING A BUILDER
Choose a builder you find simpatico. Someone you can get on with. 
Choose the builder who has all the skills, experience and ethical 
soundness you want and who you feel you can work with through 
what may be a long process. You’re not going to marry your builder, 
but you will be working together for some time. You need to find 
someone with whom you feel that cooperation and collaboration 
will work. Someone who shares your construction goals.

That doesn’t mean choosing the builder who agrees with 
everything you say. The builder is the expert, and good experts 
know how to give advice. They need to be able to say things like, 
“I understand why you’d like that, but let me tell you what can go 

had had a wife and two children, then he no longer had them. 
What he did have, sadly, was a nervous breakdown.

Wanting to do a good job is not enough.

BEST PRACTICE COMPANY
The manager of this company also wanted to do a great 

job and he did. He understood organisation. He understood 
process. He put the right systems in place which meant he 
oversaw marketing so he could take on the jobs he wanted 
to do, those that fell in line with his specialty and for which he 
could provide the best solution. He could back himself to do 
them well because he was hiring the right people. 

And, OK, it sounds corny but the fact is that he was (and is) a 
great family man. When it’s school holiday time, he’s there with 
his wife and his kids doing the things they want to do.

It’s best practice at work, and it’s best practice at home.
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wrong with your plan.” This needs to be said by someone you feel 
you can trust, and by someone you’re prepared to listen to – if the 
pair of you rub each other the wrong way, then the risk is that when 
the builder gives you very good advice, you’ll ignore it out of spite. 
It’s also possible that the builder will think, “What they want is a 
very bad idea, but I’m not going to tell them so, because they never 
listen.” Neither of those is a recipe for success. It’s essential you and 
the builder communicate well. If there’s anything that you think 
might get in the way of that, then choose another builder.

When choosing your builder, price is rarely your best guide. If 
you have three quotes of which two are roughly around the same 
figure while the third undercuts the others by $100,000, it doesn’t 
(necessarily) mean that two builders are price-fixing to cheat you. It 
may mean:

 •  The low bidder is low-balling you and knows that the job when 
finished will be at least $100,000 more expensive than his quote

 •  The low bidder intends to use cut-price materials, which will 
give you endless trouble later, and/or cheap and unlicensed 
(and possibly uninsured) subcontractors

 •  That the low bidder is incompetent and, though honest, has not 
understood what you require or how to price a job accurately.

 •  It’s possible that the builder used a square meter rate to price 
the job instead of getting an accurate bill of quantities and never 
spent time shopping out specific material and trade costings to 
suppliers and sub-contractors

WHAT IS YOUR BUILDERS PROCESS FOR QUOTING?
When building a custom home, it requires a one off detailed quote 
that is tailored to your one of a kind home. Your custom home is 
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not like a project home that is replicated hundreds of times nor 
should it be approached the same way. 

Depending on what stage of planning you’re at and what 
documentation you have obtained will determine the remaining 
steps of the pre-construction and quoting process and how your best 
practise builder can assist. Have you already obtained plans from 
an architect, engineering, interior design, surveying etc. for your 
builder to price? Depending on the construction documentation 
you have, will depend on where we go and the cost associated. 

If you don’t have a set of plans and engineering done most 
builders will tell you to get this done then come back to them 
for a detailed quote. A best practise builder will usually offer a 
preliminary service and process which includes things like;

Analysis of plans, existing plans and construction 
documentation  

Site visit to meet with clients - this meeting will discuss the 
details, requirements timeframes, constraints if applicable, 
budget and also assess the environment  

Budget and project feasibility and cost analysis; this includes 
organising approximate costings for the “project total” so you 
can work out your actual build cost  

Consult with the relevant professionals and develop 
construction documents as required; An Architect, Engineer, 
Surveyor, Interior Designer and Certifier will be consulted at 
this time  Begin the quoting process: 

Contact relevant trades & material suppliers for their pricing, 
negotiating accordingly  
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Develop timeline of events to understand project  duration  

Quantify expected hours on job, labour costs and  assess 
insurance requirements  

Provide a fully detailed Building Proposal  

Refine the inclusions and exclusions to ensure the  end product 
matches your vision and budget  

Provide comprehensive construction details; this will  include a 
project price, detailed scope, scheduled start  date, timeline of 
events and progress payment schedule  

On acceptance, produce a Master Builders or Housing Industry 
Australia approved Fixed Price Contract  

 Naturally there will be a cost associated with the above service 
depending on the size and complexity of the job. It is far wiser to pay 
$2,500 or even $5,000 for an accurate cost analysis which includes 
a full bill of quantities and accurate labour and materials costings 
than get a rough ball park figure, pay $20,000 for a set of plans only 
to find out the $1,000,000 budget you had doesn’t come close to the 
final costings. Beware, this is something that happens a lot!

FILTERING THE OPTIONS
OK, you have your concept design and you send it to your three 
specialist builders and ask them to quote ¬– but not just any three 
builders. You’re not going to give a contract to anyone until you’ve 
asked a bunch of questions and received acceptable answers. That’s 
how you create your shortlist of potential builders. 

Friends’ recommendations
Friends’ recommendations can be a two-edged sword. If your 
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friend says, “We used Barney Milligan and he did a great job”, the 
first thing to ask yourself is how much do you like that friend’s 
house? How happy would you be to live there? And then you 
might want to ask some delicate questions about their post-build 
experience. 

Here’s a true story: Someone I know accepted a friend’s 
recommendation for a builder to carry out some home 
modifications:

 •  Installing a wet room into what had previously been an 
integrated garage

 • Remodelling an upstairs bathroom. stripping out everything 
and installing a new bath, shower, wash basin and toilet as well as 
re-plastering, and installing new floor and wall tiles 

 •  Refurbishing a downstairs washroom which included installing 
a new toilet, washbasin and wall tiles.

Within three years of the job’s completion, they had:

 •  Replaced the mixer pump driving the shower in the wet room

 •  Replaced the plunger in the downstairs washroom basin

 •  Replaced the flush mechanism in the downstairs washroom 
toilet

 •  Re-planed the door to the downstairs washroom, because it 
wouldn’t close

 •  Repaired floor tiling because of a very small but persistent leak 
in the bathroom.
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That was a lot to go wrong in just three years in a fairly modest 
building project. A casual conversation with the friend who’d 
recommended the builder provided information that the customer 
had not previously had – his friend let investment properties to 
students, and looked first and foremost for work to be done for a 
“competitive” price. The builder used cheap materials to keep costs 
low and the friend did not mind that – he didn’t live there. The client 
realised that they would have been better off with a builder who 
charged more but installed units that would last at least 20 years.

Licensing Bodies
Wherever you live in Australia, there’s a state government body 
that licences residential builders. You shouldn’t even consider using 
an unlicensed builder, so the register of licensed builders in your 
state is a good place to check that someone has a licence and that 
it is current. But that register can be even more useful, because 
it’s also somewhere to find a list of licensed builders. For example, 
the Queensland Building Construction Commission has a licence 
search button- http://www.qbcc.qld.gov.au/ - Check the builder you 
are talking to is licenced. Master builders QLD also has a “find a 
master builder button” to help you find a builder who is a member. 

By checking that the builder has a residential builder’s license you 
have, in effect, confirmed that your builder is qualified. 

Industry Associations
You want a builder who’s a member of an industry association.
Master Builders Australia and Housing Industry Australia covers 
the whole country; if you visit their website at https://www.
masterbuilders.com.au/ and click on “Find Your Local MBA,” you’ll 
find the website for your state. For example, the website of Master 
Builders Queensland http://www.mbqld.com.au/ lists members in 
your area in a number of specific categories including custom and 
renovation residential builders.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK A BUILDER
Don’t be shy in your questioning – you’re spending a lot of your 
money and you’re entitled to all the information you need. Any 
builder who refuses to answer any of the following questions 
should be removed from your shortlist.

The following are the minimum set of questions you should ask:

 • How long have you been in business?

 • Can I please see evidence of your license and your insurance?

 •  Have you ever been bankrupt? (And remember that you can 
check this yourself: go to https://cvcheck.com/ and click on 
Credit, Financial and Business).

 •  Where can I see examples of your work? Some builders will 
give you a very restricted list of previous jobs, which they know 
will give a glowing report. If the list you get is very short, ask 
for more. Ask for the date when the work was done. If there’s 
nothing recent on the list, it’s probably not a good sign.

 •  What happens if, at any stage of the process, I’m unhappy with 
the work? How do you handle that? Do you have any examples 
of where you’ve dealt with that sort of issue in the past?

 •  What approvals will my new home need, and who is responsible 
for getting them? It’s a good idea to have got some answers to 
this question before you ever ask the builder. That way, you’re 
testing the builder’s knowledge and ability. You’ll find much of 
the information in this book.

 •  When you give me a price, will that be the final price that I pay? 
What will the price cover exactly? And what won’t be covered? 
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Are you building in any contingencies for things that you 
haven’t been able to consider?

 •  Following on from the last question, does your quotation 
include prime cost items and provisional sums? A prime 
cost item is an allowance for things like taps, door furniture, 
window fittings and so on – in fact, pretty well all the finishing 
items of your new home – that haven’t been selected yet. You 
want to see a detailed list of the items and the prices allowed 
for them. Check that the sums allowed are enough to buy the 
sort of fittings that you expect in a home of the standard you’re 
building. The builder doesn’t pay the same prices that you 
would, but you must be satisfied it would be possible to buy, 
for example, the number of light switches you’ll need at the 
standard you want for the amount included in the quotation as 
a prime cost item. 

A provisional sum is an allowance for work that the builder 
already knows will be necessary (levelling a site; clearing trees; 
breaking rock; driving piles to support a heavy construction) but 
for which no actual cost yet exists. You want to know that the 
sum being allowed is likely to be enough to cover the actual cost. 
Otherwise, the extra cost will be added to the amount you have to 
pay at the end.

 •  Who will be the project manager on this job? Who do I speak 
to day-to-day to clarify something I’m not happy about?

 •  How long do you think it will take to finish this job and get an 
occupancy certificate so I can move in?

 •  If we decide when the house is partly built that we’d like to 
make changes in the original design, what process do you have 
to deal with that?
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 •  At what point do I sign off on the construction?

 •  What sort of stage payments are you going to ask for, and at 
what points in the building process?

 •  Do you use a standard form of contract? Can I see a copy? If it’s 
not an unmodified standard form, what modifications have you 
added and why did you add them?

 •  What warranty do you give?

When you’ve asked those questions, and received satisfactory 
answers, you may feel ready to make a decision… but not so fast! 

Other things are worth a look: Price is important. You have a 
budget and you need to stay inside it. But the most important thing 
is that you get this new home built by someone who’ll give you 
exactly what you want and to the highest possible standard.

So here are some other things to think about:

 •  Is this builder currently working on other projects near your 
build? A building company of any size will not be working on 
only one job at a time, and it’s a lot easier for them to manage 
when they have more than one job in the same area. A company 
building three homes, each three hundred miles from the next, 
may find itself stretched.

 •  The builder gave you some reference sites. Have you visited 
them? Do they show the kind of standard you want? Have you 
spoken to the owners? Did they have anything to say about the 
all-important question of what happens when the house has 
been paid for, the owners have moved in, and a fault needs to be 
fixed?
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 •  Have you looked for online reviews of this builder? Online 
reviews are often rigged, so don’t condemn a builder just 
because of a negative review and don’t choose a builder just 
because of a positive review. The negative review might have 
been written by a competitor, and the positive review by the 
builder’s mother. Despite this, it’s still worth taking a look. You 
should mention any negative reviews to a builder and asking 
whether he has any comments – he may very well know exactly 
who wrote it, and why.

If you take note of everything in these first two chapters, then 
you’ll know before the work starts that the team you engage is able 
to take your dream house through the preliminary phases and get it 
ready to build. 

CHOOSING A DESIGNER
You’ve got a piece of land on which you want to build your home. 
You also have a budget, which is you’d like to get your house built 
for $1 million, but if you had to, you could go to $1.3 million – 
absolutely no higher.

Now most people logically look for a designer or architect first 
then take the plans to the builder for a quote. In light of close to 
50% of designs never being built to final budget blow outs it much 
wiser to find your specialist builder first who already has a strong 
relationship with the type of designer you are looking for.

THERE ARE FIVE DIFFERENT TYPES OF DESIGNER

 • An architect

 • A building designer

 • A draftsperson
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 • Any of the above, working for a builder

 • A design and build company

Picking the one that’s right for you requires a little thought. The 
worst thing you can do is choose the cheapest. There’s a general 
rule that runs right through the building process and it’s this:

You can have it good 
You can have it cheap 

But you can’t have both at the same time

The real message here is don’t choose on price alone. Find the 
option that works best for you, and see if it fits your budget. If you 
enter into the search for anything or anyone with the idea that 
you’re going to take the cheapest, the decision will most often be 
the wrong one. As the saying goes – “Cheap and …..”

Again, at the outset of a new build, you’re looking for a concept 
design, but before the house is built you’re going to want a far 
more detailed set of drawings. An awful lot of people are going 
to look at those drawings – the builder, subcontractors, suppliers, 
municipalities and regulators just to name a few. They won’t know 
your house the way you do. You have every aspect of this project so 
deep in your heart and mind, it’s burrowed into your DNA, but for 
the people we just listed, they’ll rely on the detailed design. 

The drawings they look at need to make absolutely clear what 
they’re quoting for and what they’re building. If the drawings don’t 
do that perfectly, the building will not be the way you want it. So, 
whoever you choose as a designer, make sure it’s someone who can 
draw exactly what needs to be drawn. And someone who thinks the 
way you and your builder do. Here’s another rule that, if you don’t 
follow it, you’ll regret it:
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Choose a designer who is enthusiastic about YOUR ideas 
Not the THEIR ideas

If you get the slightest hint the designer is looking down on your 
suggestions – find another designer.

Don’t stop there, though. Look for a designer with experience in 
your type of building job. Another reason why ideally you want a 
designer who has already successfully worked with your specialist 
builder. Has he or she ever worked with a slope like yours? Soil as 
soft as yours? Rock as hard as yours? You want a pool house – has 
this person designed one? All the other things you want – the 
outdoor games complex; the retaining wall at the foot of the cliff 
behind you; the stream diversion. Are you going to be OK trusting 
those things to this designer? To make sure your hiring a person 
with the right experience, ask to see an example of a house built to 
this designer’s drawings that incorporates your particular problem 
or requirement.

Here’s something that a large number of people who have been 
through this process in the past will tell you:

Don’t pick a designer by comparing quotes.  
Choose the one you can communicate best with

Another tip: Visit the designer’s office. A good designer is an 
organised person. Does this look like the office of an organised 
person?

ARCHITECTS AS DESIGNERS
Architects know a great deal about design, but they tend to know 
a little less about how the design works in practice. They may also 
specialise in projects other than houses. You’ll want to know what 
their experience has been since they qualified. Ask them: they’ll tell 
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you. While you’re at it, ask what kind of projects they most enjoy 
doing, and what projects they’d prefer not to take on.

Should you hire an architect?
There are times when an architect is the right person to hire as 
designer:

 • In very large projects where there’s a great deal of design work 
to be done

 • Where the budget is larger than normal

 •  When the builder is happy to work with the architect and 
preferable has worked with them in the past

 • Ask yourself four questions.

Question 1: How clear a picture do you have of where each room 
is going to go, how large each room is likely to be, and the finishes 
you want? If you have a very clear picture, an architect may not be 
the best choice of designer.

Question 2: How happy are you going to be to hand control to the 
architect? Because giving control to the architect means giving up 
control yourselves. And this is your home, where you are going to 
live. Some people are very happy to let the architect take control, 
but this will generally be where the budget is large and they have 
already viewed and loved similar homes that this architect has 
previously designed.

Question 3: Is this project so large and so complex that it’s bigger 
than anything the builder has done before? If so, you might feel 
that having an architect in overall control is the right thing to do.
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Question 4: Are you happy about the extra cost when an architect 
wants to use unique finishes and/or unique construction methods? 
Because, like it or not, that’s what architects want to do. Rightly 
or wrongly, architects see themselves as artists first and engineers 
second. The architect who says, “Oh, let’s just build it like a whole 
bunch of other houses” isn’t an architect at all.

When you’ve satisfied yourself on those questions, make sure you 
understand how the architect calculates fees. If it’s an hourly rate, 
get an estimate of how many hours are likely to be involved in your 
project, and get evidence of the number of hours billed on previous, 
similar projects. A fixed fee is always better, because you know from 
the beginning what you should end up paying. Builders who have 
existing relationships with architects will usually arrange a fixed price 
design fee for you based on their relationship with the architect. 

If you now decide you want an architect, how do you choose one?
One answer to that question is the same as the answer to how you 
choose a builder, a different kind of designer, an engineer – or, 
indeed, anything. Take a look at what the architect has designed 
before. Specifically, previous projects that meet these criteria:

 • They had similar budgets to yours

 •  They were for houses generally similar in overall spec (though 
not necessarily in appearance) to the one you want

 •  If your site has specific characteristics (such as being on a steep 
slope or having a stream running through it), this architect has 
handled projects with those same characteristics.

BUILDING DESIGNERS
A building designer and an architect are not the same thing. 
Architects study all sorts of elements around construction 
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including flow, environment and your requirements to come up 
with creative – almost sculptural - ways to design a home. Building 
designers have a more practical approach focused on construction 
aspects. They tend not to get involved in very large projects to 
the same extent as architects do. Building designers will, more 
generally speaking, concentrate on one building, or a small number 
of buildings at a time.

Should you hire a building designer?
If you’ve been through the brainstorming process in Chapter 1 and 
you have a very clear picture in your mind of the kind of house you 
want, then a building designer may very well be the right choice for 
you.

What you’re likely to get from a building designer is something 
practical that does exactly what you want done for the price you 
want to pay. It’s a profession that’s skilled at matching to a budget. 
They are also good at understanding how the practical business of 
building can make one design easy to follow from beginning to end.

Should you hire a building designer?
Times when a building designer might be right for you include:

 •  You know exactly what you want and you’re able to describe 
it. Building designers also work best when a project is easy to 
design i.e. “Build a house, and make it like this” or “Extend my 
existing house, and make the end result like that.”

 •  You want someone who is going to work as a partner with the 
builder. The designer will not be seeking to enforce his or her 
view on everyone.

 • Your budget is sufficient, but it isn’t enormous.
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How do you choose a building designer?
Talk to designers. Ask them exactly the same questions you’d ask 
an architect about their experience building houses of the sort that 
you want and dealing with any challenges your site presents. Get 
examples of what they’ve done so that you can go and look at those 
houses and, ideally, talk to the owners. How well did it work with 
this designer? What were they happy about? What did they need 
to change? Here’s a tip – if you have opportunity to interview a 
previous design client, save this question for last: “Is there anything 
I should have asked, that I haven’t?”

You may be surprised at the candid and open responses this 
question prompts, providing valuable intel to you about your 
potential designer.

You need to know what this building designer specialises in. For 
example, if 80 per cent of someone’s work has been on extensions, 
and you want a new home, this may not be the right designer for you. 

Ask the designer what professional body they belong to. If they 
don’t belong to any, be cautious.

It’s also worth asking building designers about their background. 
How did they come into this kind of work? Architects generally 
study at university, but building designers can come from a variety 
of backgrounds. Some qualified in building design and some in 
architectural drawing. Others started out in the building trade 
and decided that they had more to offer by improving the level of 
design of Australian homes. Those are all good starting points for 
a building designer, but it is worth knowing the educational and 
practical path of the designer you’re considering. 

While building designers aren’t architects, they do bring skills 
and solutions to the table. They’ll want to provide input because 
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their training equips them to make suggestions on how your design 
might be improved. If your ideas are so cut and dried that you’re 
unlikely to accept any suggestions from a building designer, you 
might want to think about a draftsperson instead.

Finally, using a building designer instead of an architect does not 
mean settling for second best. Best home awards in Australia go to 
homes designed by building designers every year.

DRAFTS PEOPLE
A draftsman or woman will probably be involved in your design 
work, whatever kind of designer you choose. Your architect or 
building designer will first produce design drawings and then turn 
them into construction drawings. Construction drawings are the 
technical drawings that the builder actually works from. Most 
architects and building designers have a draftsperson to make that 
transition from design drawing to construction drawing. Sometimes, 
though, drafting skills are all you need in your designer. This can be 
particularly true in the case of extensions and renovations.

Should you hire a draftsperson?
 •  If your design is straightforward and you’re particularly 
concerned about keeping costs as low as possible, a draftsperson 
might be right for you. 

 •  The same applies if you are absolutely not interested in hearing 
any design suggestions from your designer. In fact, if that’s 
the case, you may find that neither an architect nor a building 
designer is prepared to take on your job, and a draftsperson is 
all you can find.

Conversely, if you know in advance there’s likely to be problems 
with getting approvals, a draft person is not what you want. That’s 
also true if you want your designer to be involved with your builder 
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throughout the project.

Generally speaking, a draftsperson produces the construction 
drawings and hands them over to you to give to the builder. Job 
done. So, if you decide on a draftsperson, be prepared to work that 
way. Leaving aside small extensions and renovations, it will be an 
unusual home that’s built from start to finish without the builder 
wanting to check some details about exactly what was intended. 
Unless you’re confident in your own ability to answer those 
questions, hire a building designer or an architect.

How do you choose a draftsperson?
Ask exactly the same sort of questions as you would have asked an 
architect or a building designer because it’s all about experience.

DESIGN AND BUILD COMPANIES
Many larger building companies are design and build companies, 
because they produce their own house designs. They employ in-
house drafts people or building designers (or both) to produce the 
drawings that make it possible to build their houses. 

Working with a designer who’s close to your builder has 
obvious benefits. The designer/builder relationship needs to be 
close – they need to understand each other and have clear an 
open communication. If the builder says, “Why did you design 
this way?” the designer needs to give an answer the builder 
understands. If the builder says, “What difference would it make 
it we did it like this?” the designer needs to understand why the 
builder is asking the question. BUT:

If you work with a design and build company, make sure that you 
are talking to the builder as well as the designer. 

In fact, talk to the builder first.  
Just as you would if you’d found a separate designer.
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Why? Because the builder will, more likely than the designer, 
understand what you, as a family, want in your home. Designers 
design. Builders build.

One thing to bear in mind – designs produced by a build and 
design company do not belong to you. Because they’re not yours, 
you cannot “shop them around” to other builders. They belong 
to the builder for whom the designer works. Send them to other 
builders and you’re in breach of copyright.

HOW TO FIND THE BEST COMBINATION OF DESIGNER AND 
BUILDER FOR YOU
By now, you know what you need to know about the various kinds 
of designers there are in Australia. You also know how to decide 
which kind is right for your job. You still haven’t chosen anyone, 
but you may have some very clear ideas about which builder and 
which designer you’d really like to work with.

Remember these two important things:

1. Both the builder and the designer need to be people you can 
work with and trust,

2. The builder and designer need to be able to work with each 
other as well as for you.

To omit either of those steps is to ask for trouble. In this matter, 
chemistry is important. You need to be sure you’ll get along with 
them both. Sensing your own chemistry is fairly easy; knowing 
what the chemistry will be between designer and builder is a lot 
more difficult. Questions you need to ask both of them include:

 • Whether they know each other
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 • Whether they’ve ever worked with each other

 •  What opinion they’d like to express about the other (you 
may have to make it clear that their answer will be treated in 
confidence). And, when you get that answer, it will be smart 
to remind yourself that they may have their own reasons for 
casting doubt on each other. Perhaps they really don’t like 
each other. Perhaps they’re in some kind of fee-sharing or 
commission arrangement that gives them a vested interest in 
getting you to choose someone else.

In any case, at the end of dealing with the designer, you need to 
have a concept drawing you can take to a builder and say, “How 
much can you build that for?” Whatever kind of designer you 
choose, tell them your budget. If the designer says, “Oh, questions 
of budget are for the builder,” treat that as a warning signal. “I’ll 
design the home you want and it’s up to the builder to bring it in 
under budget” is a sign that this is not a designer who works closely 
with builders and understands all the constraints on building a 
house for a price. 

What you really want is the sort of designer who’ll give you 
advice on how to get the home you really want within the price 
you’re prepared to pay, or will be completely frank in telling you 
that you simply don’t have enough money for the home you’d really 
like. You want to know that now, and not when the builders have 
moved on site.

 •  Make sure the designer visits the site. Don’t be satisfied with a 
designer who says, “I don’t actually need to go there – send me 
some pictures.” The designer needs to understand a number of 
things about the site:

 • The nature, direction and degree of any slopes
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 • Access, and who you share it with

 • The nature and use of neighbouring lots

 • The views you have, both nearby and (if, for example, the site is 
elevated) at a distance

 •  Any water logging problems and what drainage is currently in 
place

 • The nature of the underlying soil

There are a lot of other things the designer needs to take in, and 
they can only be completely understood after a site visit or series of 
site visits.

Don’t be surprised or put off if the designer begins by showing 
you a number of off-the-shelf floor plans. You’re not being asked 
to agree to a design that already exists – you’re being offered the 
opportunity to look at what other people have done and decide 
how well those floor plans might meet your needs and what 
modifications would make them the best possible fit. 
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CHAPTER CHECK LIST
 ❑  Be clear about your budget. Don’t keep it to yourself – share it with 

the builder and the designer. Make sure they take it seriously.

 ❑  Do you need an architect, a building designer, a draftsperson, or a 
design and build company?

 ❑  Don’t choose on price.

 ❑  Start with a concept drawing that you can show to a builder along 
with your budget. Can it be built for that figure?

 ❑  Chemistry is vital – between you and the designer, you and the 
builder, and between the designer and the builder.

 ❑  A good builder gets the job done, gets it done well, doesn’t overrun 
the budget and brings the project in on time.

 ❑ You have a list of questions. Ask them.
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CHAPTER 3 – 
the preliminary and quote stage

Rechecking the budget
Preliminary work. Getting quotes
Things to be aware (and wary) of

Understanding the Inclusions Schedule
What are Provisional Sums and Prime Costs?

Comparing quotes

ONE LAST LOOK AT THE BUDGET
The budget? Again? What the ...? Haven’t we done this subject to death?

Well, bear with us. Yes, we talked a lot about budgets, and what 
yours is, and the absolute maximum you’re prepared to spend. And 
any other book you read on this subject is going to say that you 
must get your budget settled before you start talking about concept 
designs – and we did talk about concept designs in Chapter 2. 

A QUESTION OF MONEY
We know how much we have to spend. In the example quoted, we’d 
prefer – you’d prefer – to get the job done for $1 million, with $1.3 
million as the absolute maximum. That isn’t going to change. But 
however firmly you held that figure in mind when you talked to a 
designer about a concept design, there’s always the possibility that 
one or two little extras crept in.
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Under the heading, “Family Brainstorming,” we saw that Annabel 
wants an extra room for her model railway. Her mother wants a wet 
room and a study. Her brother, Jason, wants a walk-in wardrobe 
and a home cinema, and he wants the whole house wired for high-
speed broadband. Their father is also keen on the home cinema, 
and he wants a snooker room, too. 

That all seemed clear enough when the discussion was going on. 
But, since then, Annabel has decided that that model railway room 
needs a false floor (like computer mainframe rooms used to have to 
handle all the cabling). Jason has put in a bid to have Wi-Fi outlets 
everywhere. Mum says the room with the wet bar needs to be 
bigger than was originally intended so that she has plenty of room 
for girls’ nights in. 

You get the picture? It isn’t long before people start seeing the 
$1.3 million as the target figure, with maybe another $200,000 on 
top. The thing is – the household earnings won’t finance a mortgage 
of that size.

So you must go through the items you have in the “lifestyle 
dream” and identify those that, if they had to be, could be cut 
without anyone feeling aggrieved. Also, identify those that can’t. 

After that process, you should now have two lists of features:

 • Those you MUST have; and

 • Those you’d love to have, but only if you can.

When you’ve done that, you’re almost ready for a serious 
conversation with the builders. Almost – because there are some 
other things you need to be sure of first.
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THINGS YOU MIGHT HAVE OVERLOOKED
You’re itching to get this project on the road and you don’t want 
any more delays. So you think it’s time to find a builder, get the 
drawings, get a quote and start laying brick, right? Well, not really. 
that’s because this is the stage at which you can overlook things that 
will come back to bite you later. Bite and maybe cost you, so let’s 
just pause instead.

THERE ARE THINGS YOU CAN DO AND THINGS THAT  
YOU CAN’T
It’s your land. It’s your money. It’s going to be your house. So – you 
can build it any way you like. Right? Well – no. This is Australia. 
We have a great deal of freedom in this country. What we don’t 
have is the right to break the law or cause unreasonable offence 
to other people. When it comes to building, this amounts to two 
things: you need to conform to whatever covenants are in place; 
and you need to conform to the Australian Building Code. Let’s 
take a look at each.

Building Covenants
In some cases, the land you want to build on is subject to restrictive 
covenants. What that generally means is that someone once sold 
this land and made the sale subject to conditions. The buyer agreed 
to do certain things or not to do others. You may be the 18th 
person to have bought the land since that covenant was first put in 
place, but it may still apply to you (but not necessarily – common 
law says that a covenant does not run with the land – but covenants 
are often enforceable for reasons of equity; if you want to challenge 
one, you’ll need a lawyer). 

Don’t simply press on, ignoring the covenant – if you build a 
house in a way that you shouldn’t, the penalties can be high. They 
can include knocking the new house down, without compensation. 
If you think the house won’t be worth building unless you can get 
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the covenant set aside, go to court and get it settled before you’ve 
spent more money than you can afford to lose. 

The lawyer you want is not (necessarily) the one who prepared 
your will – choose a lawyer who specialises in building covenants 
(and the mere fact that there are lawyers around who specialise in 
building covenants should tell you that this is not an area of the law 
to ignore. Lawyers tend to get involved in things that are spelled 
M-O-N-E-Y).

The Building Code
You may or may not be able to ignore a restrictive covenant. You 
MUST not ignore the Building Code of Australia (also known 
as the BCA) or the National Construction Code (also known as 
the NCC). The BCA is the work of the Australian Building Codes 
Board and it’s the law – the Building Act gives it legal authority. It’s 
about technical issues, it’s about safety and health, and it’s about 
sustainability (but more on sustainability in a minute). 

The code is updated every year and the person who really needs 
to know everything the code says is your builder and not you. But 
don’t ignore it. If a builder says, “We have to do it this way, because 
of the BCA,” or, “We can’t do it the way you want it done, because 
of the BCA,” you don’t necessarily have to accept that at face value. 
You can check what the code says. Just go to the website at http://
www.abcb.gov.au/Resources/NCC and download it.

WHY YOU SHOULD CARE ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY
There’s more than one reason to be interested in sustainability 
when you build your new house. The first is that best practice 
builders care about sustainability – if your builder isn’t interested in 
sustainability, you haven’t got a best practice builder. 

The next is that sustainability should reduce your costs over the 
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long term. Both of those are good, practical reasons for thinking 
about sustainability when you design your new home. A third 
reason has to do with altruism: none of us is immortal, and when 
you shuffle off this mortal coil, you’ll have the satisfaction of 
knowing that you are leaving behind a better cared-for world than 
you would have been had you not given sustainability a glance. 
And you’re going to need an Energy Efficiency Certificate. We’ll 
come to those shortly.

So what is it that best practice builders with an interest in 
sustainability do? How do they show that interest? Well, that 
question jumps the gun slightly, because the first place to care about 
sustainability is in the design. Ask your designer to point out the 
elements of the design that reflect sustainability. But then, when it 
comes to the builder’s turn, this is what you should be looking for:

 • The use, where possible, of recycled materials.

 •  Keeping to the sustainability features the designer has 
recommended.

 • Using materials that are environmentally certified.

 •  Supervising subcontractors and tradespeople to make sure 
they’re doing the same.

WHO’S IN CHARGE?
All sorts of people have a say on how your home should be built 
and among the most important is your local council. Legally, it’s 
the local council that has responsibility for managing residential 
building in its area and that’s pretty far reaching. At one end 
of the scale, the local council is in charge of town planning. If 
they’ve decided that the place where you want to build is zoned for 
industrial buildings only, forget about trying to build a house there. 
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More relevant concerns of the local council are the provision 
and management of services and the approval of new residential 
developments. That means, if you want to build a house, you need 
their approval.

It’s also the local council that certifies the building process as 
it proceeds. Certification may be done by the council itself or by 
a private certifier authorised by the council. It’s your choice, and 
not the choice of the council, whether you use a private certifier. If 
you do use a private certifier, you’re likely to find things go faster 
because – how can we put this – council staff will usually have set 
working hours and requests for inspections outside those hours are 
likely to be met with a smile, but not much else. 

Whoever does it, they have to carry out a series of inspections 
while the house is going up. Those inspections are mandatory – 
they have to be done – and what the inspector will be looking for 
is any deviation from the way the Building Code of Australia says 
the work should be done, and any deviation from the construction 
drawings the council gave you approval for. 

You’ve heard of cowboy builders, and they do exist,  
so think of the council as the sheriff.

Building certificates 
We are now into a phase of the project and it’s one that you 
don’t have to do yourself. Nevertheless, it’s important that you 
understand every aspect of what is going on. In fact, there will be 
so many certificates issued for your project, you’ll feel like a winner 
even before your new property is finished! 

Firstly, If you require a Development Approval (DA), the 
application to the local council is made by the land owner (you) or 
by your private certifier on your behalf to ensure your proposed 
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building work meets all necessary planning requirements such 
as the location of your building work on your property, the land 
surrounding it and overlays such as flood hazards and character. 

A Development Application isn’t required for every proposed 
project. Your certifier will check this during the assessment of 
your application and notify you if one is needed. The designer / 
Architect should also make you aware if a DA is required during 
the design process. If you do require a DA the report must be 
submitted to council and approved by them prior to submitting 
and approving your Building approval (BA)

When the council has approved the DA, work can ALMOST 
start.. That’s because before the builder actually starts work, you 
must submit and receive your Building Approval (BA) also known 
as a Building Permit, which can be issued by the council or by a 
private certifier. Your Builder can apply for this on your behalf 
(many people find this a much smoother / less stress process). The 
BA application with a certifier usually consists of an IDAS Form 1, 
IDAS Form 2, a Notice of Engagement, engineering plans with a 
Form 15 and any additional items required for your class of building 
work. In Queensland, all building work requires a building approval 
unless it is considered self-assessable or exempt. If there are any 
special conditions in the DA approval that was granted, the BA 
won’t be issued until all those conditions have been complied with.

As well as giving permission for construction to start, the 
Building Approval sets out the schedule for future inspections. It 
indicates precisely the stages of construction at which a mandatory 
inspection must be carried out. Every time a mandatory inspection 
has been conducted, provided the work complies with the Building 
Code and all the other requirements stated on the development 
certificate, then a compliance certificate is issued for that stage. If 
there’s any reason why the compliance certificate can’t be issued, 
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then the work deemed to be at fault has to be corrected and there 
has to be another (and this time successful) inspection before 
construction can go any further. 

Once again, the council is fulfilling its “sheriff ” obligations, 
making sure that the things it’s said had to be done are being done.

Getting your Development Application approved  
does NOT mean you can start building.  

It means you can Apply for a Building Approval. 

One piece of advice that everyone having their own home built 
would do well to take to heart is this:

Make a note, when the development certificate is issued,  
of all the stages at which mandatory inspection is required

Then follow what is happening on the site and make sure that, 
when each stage is reached, the builder has arranged and inspection 
and received a certificate. If you’re dealing with a best practice 
builder, this won’t be a problem – but if you chose someone who 
likes to cut corners (possibly because he or she low-balled you with 
a quotation and needs to get the work done in a hurry at the lowest 
possible cost because he or she has to get some cash in – fast), then 
you need to make sure that corner-cutting is not happening. 

Each time you know a compliance certificate should  
have been issued, ask to see it

Importantly, you should also read what it says. If the inspector 
is not happy with the work and wants some rework to be done, 
you need to know that. You need to be sure that the builder is not 
pressing on with further construction stages until approval has 
been reached for the ones already completed.



65

Now, it may seem as though this is all designed to put the fear 
of God into you or to make you change your mind about building 
your own home. It isn’t. It’s the reverse. We want your building 
experience to go as smoothly and successfully as possible; making 
you aware of everything that can go wrong, and how to check, 
is the best way we can think of to make sure you get the kind of 
successful construction we want you to have.

What is an Energy efficiency certificate? 
The energy efficiency provisions are intended to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions by using good design and construction methods 
to make houses cooler in summer and warmer in winter thus 
reducing the need for artificial cooling and heating. The focus 
is to eliminate worst practice as the first step towards better 
housing design. The amendments will achieve this by including 
requirements for roof and wall insulation, eaves or equivalent 
shading to glazed windows and doors facing the sun, high 
performing windows where there is a very high percentage of 
glazing in walls, and an increase in the natural ventilation of spaces.

These assessments are applicable for new dwellings, class 1–9 
buildings and alterations/additions (habitable areas) to existing 
dwellings. When the plans have been assessed for Energy 
Efficiency, a report is produced with an Energy Efficiency Rating. 
This report will become part of the Approved Plan documentation.

It’s important to understand that the assessment of thermal 
performance is not subjective. The assessors feed the information 
on the way the home is designed into a computer program that 
gives it a rating. Where the assessor’s job becomes interesting is 
when the rating is not high enough, because then the assessor will 
suggest ways that the design can be improved to bring the thermal 
performance up to the required standard. 
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Now, that won’t mean suggesting that you a massive redesign of 
your home. It’s more likely to be a question of changing the kind of 
window you plan to install and changing the widths of overhanging 
eaves. There’s quite a lot that can be done to improve a new building’s 
sustainability and the time to do the improving is before it’s built.

Occupation certificates or Final Completion Certificates – Form 21
So, everything goes smoothly, and the builder tells you it’s time 
for you to move in. OK – but you need to see the occupation 
certificate. Every council or private certifier one of these issues 
when it’s satisfied that the house is complete and it’s OK for people 
to take up residence there. 

On occasion, however, you may be issued with an interim 
occupation certificate- Form 11. What that says is that, yes, you can 
move in – but there are still some things that need to be completed. 
Not building a wall or putting the roof on, obviously – it will 
be things like landscaping or finishing the driveway if these are 
requirements of the Building Approval. 

Handover and insurance
The next step is handover, which follows the issue of an occupation 
certificate. You are now free to move in – or, at least, you will be as 
soon as you make the final payment to the builder – and it’s very 
important to remember that the date of handover is also the date 
the builder’s construction insurance ceases to apply. So that means 
you must get your own building and contents insurance in place 
before you’re no longer covered by the builder’s.

THE INCLUSIONS SCHEDULE
Let’s go back one step, though. When you send your concept design 
to a builder to ask for an initial quote, you also need to send an 
Inclusions Schedule. The Inclusions Schedule lists the finishes you 
want and the fittings you want – and it is not optional. 
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If you don’t give the builder an Inclusions Schedule, you’ll get 
quotes that may vary wildly, and you won’t be able to consider any 
of them as accurate. Imagine if someone came to you and said, “I 
want you to do this job for me. I can tell you the overall scope of 
the job, but I can’t tell you what quality I want the various parts 
to have and I can’t tell you how many of them there’ll be. All I 
want from you at this stage is a very accurate quote for exactly 
what it’s going to cost, which I will expect to hold you to when 
the job is done.” What would you be likely to say to that person? 
And what would you be likely to do? Do you think you might be 
tempted to quote very high just to make sure that, whatever quality 
and number you’re asked for, your costs are covered? Well, that’s 
probably what the builder is going to think, too.

GETTING YOUR FIRST QUOTES
All of which leads on to sourcing your first quotes. 

What you should expect to get at the beginning is a preliminary 
estimate, but even a preliminary estimate needs some work before 
you can receive it. Once again: use your imagination. This time, 
imagine you’ve taken a builder out to a field on the outskirts of 
town and you say, “See those four pegs? There’s one on each corner 
of my lot. I’ve bought this site and want to build a house on it. Four 
bedrooms, two reception rooms, three-car garage, and a pool with 
cabanas for people to change in. In the house, two full bathrooms 
and a downstairs powder room with wash basin and toilet. And 
another powder room, same spec, out by the pool.”

The builder nods. So far, so good.

“So,” you ask, “how much? What are you going to charge me to 
build it?”

Just how accurate is the answer to that question going to be? That 
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is, if you even get an answer, because a best practice builder, being 
a polite sort, is probably going to say, “Could we maybe have a little 
more detail? Starting with a drawing to tell me where everything 
is going to go and how big it’s going to be? And an Inclusions 
Schedule so I know what you want in there? If I have those things 
I can give you a preliminary estimate. It won’t be the done deal, 
because before I can give you an absolutely precise figure I’m going 
to need a bill of quantities, which means I have to let a quantity 
surveyor spend a couple of weeks going through everything. And 
I need to get an engineer to look at that slope, and the soil, and tell 
me what its load-bearing capacity is and how much work I need to 
do to support your dream palace. But give me some drawings and 
an inclusions schedule, and we can at least talk ballpark figures.”

That’s what a best practice builder is going to say. Of course, if 
you happen to be talking to one of the nine out of 10 Australian 
builders who aren’t best practice builders, you’ll probably get a 
different answer. Because what that builder is going to do is to 
look at you – your clothes, your car, your general air of success and 
comfort, the home you have now, if he or she can – and they’re 
going to estimate roughly what this job might be worth. Not to you; 
to them. And that’s how they’ll base the figure they give you. Not 
what they think the job will cost, because they don’t know that yet. 
How could they? They don’t have any drawings or an inclusions 
schedule or anything like the amount of information they need to 
give you an accurate quote.

A FREE QUOTATION IS WORTH EXACTLY WHAT YOU PAY 
FOR IT
Just go back to what that best practice builder might have said if 
you’d asked for a quote without giving enough information. They 
probably mentioned needing a bill of quantities, which would 
mean that a quantity surveyor or the builder would have to spend a 
couple of weeks pulling it together. 
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So, let’s talk about quantity surveyors, and Bills of Quantities, 
so you can see what a mistake it can be to refuse to pay for a 
quotation. 

Because best practice builders don’t do free quotations any longer. 
A free quotation isn’t worth the paper it’s written on. There are 
things you can get for nothing and be glad you have them but a 
quotation for a building job isn’t one of them). 

Producing an accurate quotation means the builder – or someone 
working for him or her – has to do a lot of work. Part of that work 
will be the two weeks we just mentioned that a quantity surveyor 
or builder will spend going through every single aspect of the job 
to produce a bill of quantities that lists how “much” is going to be 
needed to finish this job. How much what, you ask? How much 
everything! How many nails. How many cubic metres of concrete. 
How much earth shifting. How many hours by an electrician to 
install how many metres of cabling. And so on. When it’s finished, 
the bill of quantities will be enormous. It will be many, many pages 
and that’s why it isn’t free. Because it’s not free to the builder, who 
has to pay the quantity surveyor or his own time for those two 
weeks of work.

Now, you might say, “Well, that’s part of the builder’s cost of 
doing business. They get it back when they build the house.” Sure – 
if they get the final job. But just suppose he or she gives you a copy 
of the bill of quantities so that you can understand why the quote is 
as high as it is. And he or she didn’t charge you for it. And now you 
take that bill of quantities and you show it to another builder and 
say, “How much to build this house for me?” How do you think the 
original builder is going to feel? About you? 

There are customers who expect builders to suck up those costs. 
To regard them, really, as a wager or a gamble. They’re spending 
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that money to buy a chance to win the contract to build your 
house. Do you really want to entrust this project of a lifetime to a 
gambler? Best practice builders aren’t gamblers. 

A quote you pay for may or may not be a good quote.  
A quote you don’t pay for will never be a good quote

DESIGNERS AND HOW THEY WORK
Once upon a time, if you went into an architect’s office – or a 
builder’s office, or a factory, or, in fact, pretty well anywhere where 
things were made – you’d see big rooms full of people standing at 
drawing boards. They were drafts people. They worked manually. 
They had to because there was no other way. But go into an 
architect’s office, or a builder’s office, or a factory today, and you 
won’t see those large numbers of people standing at drawing boards, 
drawing manually. One or two, quite possibly – but nothing like the 
numbers there used to be. Things have changed. And what caused 
the change was, of course, computers. The rise of the computer 
made possible Computer Aided Design (CAD), and most drawing 
now – most design work – is done with the aid of a computer. 

What CAD made possible was:

 • Faster design;

 •  Absolute accuracy. If something needed to be placed right there, 
and not one mm either side of right there, then right there is 
where CAD put it;

 •  The ability to duplicate. If we have a feature in one room and 
we want exactly the same feature in another room, the designer 
simply copy and pastes it. And if we want exactly the same 
feature in another room, but turned the other way around, the 
designer copies it, pastes it, and turns it through 180°



71

 •  Trialling ideas, so that in the time it used to take to produce one 
drawing, the designer could now produce five or 10 or more 
And that meant the opportunity to say, “Let’s try it like this. 
And then let’s see what happens if we do it like that.”

THE RISE AND RISE OF COMPUTER DESIGNS AND 
MODELLING
CAD was so much more efficient than manual drawing, so much 
faster, so much more cost effective, and so much better suited to 
trying out ideas that it has pretty well taken over from manual 
drawing. It’s extremely unlikely that the person preparing your 
concept designs drew them manually. It’s even less likely that the 
more detailed drawings (which we’ll get to in a minute) were done 
that way. And you wouldn’t want them done that way. You wouldn’t 
want all of your drawings produced manually, because that would 
simply add to the time it took before you could move to the place 
you want to reach: holding your Construction Certificate that says 
it’s OK okay to start work now.

But that doesn’t mean that your drawings are bound to have 
been done using CAD. That’s because there is something fairly new 
available and it’s in increasingly wide use. That something is BIM 
(Building Information Modelling).

We talked about the advantages of CAD over manual drawing, 
but CAD also has a disadvantage. It’s two-dimensional (2D) and 
buildings are 3D. When you’re designing a room, you need a flat 
floor and a flat ceiling, but other things – starting with walls, which 
are rather important in a house, but not ending there – need to be 
either at right angles to the floor and ceiling or at some other angle. 
And CAD doesn’t handle that well. CAD will allow you to draw the 
floor, then, in another drawing, a wall, and, in yet another drawing, 
the ceiling. But that’s not how builders work. Builders work on a 
house in the same way as you live in it – in three dimensions.
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It’s still true that you need a variety of drawings (for the front 
elevation, the floors, ceilings, and so on), but the best way to 
produce them is from a 3D design. A 3D design allows the design 
to eliminate errors right from the start. If you design floors and 
walls completely separately, there’s always the possibility that they 
won’t be in precisely the right place (and right place in this context 
is measured in millimetres). 

With BIM, however, that can’t happen because it uses intelligent 
components. Those components know what they are supposed 
to interact with and how they are supposed to do it. In a CAD 
drawing, a wall can have doorways and windows and all the other 
things that walls are heir to, but as far as the drawing is concerned, 
they are just lines. It’s up to the builder to convert those lines into a 
finished structure. If there’s anything wrong with the drawing, you 
have to hope the builder spots it before the wall is up. 

With BIM, that doesn’t happen because it draws attention 
to potential errors. Where CAD sees is a bunch of lines, BIM , 
for example, sees a window that opens and closes, needs to be 
surrounded by a wall that supports it, and cannot be too close to 
anything that would prevent it from opening properly.

It’s no surprise that it takes time to learn to use BIM effectively. 
and time costs money. It’s therefore often true that getting your 
drawings done using BIM will cost more than using CAD. So, 
should you always ask for BIM? Not necessarily.

The question is: how easy will it be for people to understand 
the concept? If you’re adding a sunroom to an existing home, it’s 
probably easy enough to explain to the builder exactly what you 
want. A simple drawing will be enough. If, though, we’re talking 
about a whole new house and there are complexities to the design, 
drawings produced through BIM are more likely to show the 
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builders exactly what’s needed and ensure there aren’t any mistakes. 
They’re also likely to be easier to follow, which means that the extra 
cost of getting your drawings done that way can be more than 
recouped through the shorter time spent on construction.

You may also get a more accurate quote and costs that are easier 
to control. When a best practice builder is asked for a quote, 
the quality of the drawings influences the accuracy of the quote. 
Something builders know from bitter experience is that a small and 
unnoticed error in a drawing can lead to a very large and highly 
noticeable increase in the cost of doing the job the way you want it 
done. Anything that reduces uncertainty in the builder’s mind takes 
away the tendency to add a little on for unforeseen contingencies.

All of which brings us back to a very important part of the job of 
getting your quote – eliminating contingencies as much as possible. 
The less there is for a builder to say, “I’ve no idea what that’s going 
to cost, so I’d better add enough to the quote to make sure I don’t 
lose money,” the more accurate your quote is going to be.

So let’s talk about contingencies.

CONTINGENCIES
Prime Costs and Provisional Sums
We’ve talked about the Inclusions Schedule and how important it is. 
The Inclusions Schedule lists every single thing – every fitting and 
every finish – that will be in the finished building. It also lists their 
costs. But the cost of every single fitting and every single finish is 
almost never known at this stage and so the Inclusions Schedule 
will include Prime Costs and Provisional Sums.

One of the reasons that the cost of absolutely everything is 
usually not yet known is that not everything has been finally 
selected. You know you’re going to have taps – in the kitchen, in 
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the bathrooms, in the laundry and elsewhere – but you don’t know 
which taps you’re going to have. The same goes for light fittings, 
stoves, door furniture, and a whole host of other things. A tap can 
be a low-cost item or it can cost a lot of money. The same is true of 
almost everything else on that list, including a whole host of other 
things. If the actual fittings and finishes haven’t yet been selected, 
they can’t yet be accurately priced, either. So they’re included in 
the Inclusions Schedule as a Prime Cost with a specific dollar sum 
allocated to them. That sum may be the amount that is finally spent 
or it may not. Prime Costs, therefore, are the sums allowed for 
items that will be present but have not yet been chosen.

Take bathroom fittings, for example., including the one you sit 
on (or stand up to, in which case you may be under pressure to put 
the seat down afterwards). There’s a “standard” Australian version. 
It sells at an attractive price and in such numbers that builders get 
a good discount when they buy it. Let’s suppose that’s the one that’s 
been included in your quote, but it isn’t the one you want. You want 
a nicer one, that matches (because it’s part of the same designer’s 
suite) the curved bathtub you’ve already got your eye on (and that 
curved bathtub isn’t standard, either). 

So you tell the builder which toilet you want. It costs $120 more 
than the standard one and the builder’s discount isn’t as good, 
either. So, OK, you’re now buying a toilet for $150 more than the 
figure in the estimate. Well, that’s alright, isn’t it? I mean, what’s an 
extra $150 when you’re spending so much anyway?

But it isn’t just an extra $150, is it? There are 3 Toilets in the 
home, so $450– and then there’s another $120 for the Vanity. As 
you can see these items can add up quickly

All of which pales into insignificance when you come to the 
tiles. You’re going to choose that beautiful bathroom suite and 
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fit standard tiles to floor and walls? As John McEnroe used to 
say, you cannot be serious! Now go and take a look at the price 
difference between standard tiles and some of the really beautiful 
tiles on the market. You know the ones, they’re the kind that make 
you take a bath, just so you can lie there in the warm tub and 
admire the tiles.

So what does all this add up to? Let’s say the Prime Cost of 
an item in the Inclusions Schedule is $1,000. If, when you, the 
customer, have chosen the actual item you want, it turns out that 
the cost of buying and installing that item is $1,000, that’s what 
you’ll pay. If buying and installing the model you choose only costs 
$800, the sum invoiced will be $200 less than the quote. If it costs 
$1,200, you’ll be invoiced for $200 more than the quote. That’s how 
Prime Costs work...almost.

What you also need to know is that the contract you signed will 
almost certainly entitle the builder to charge a margin on top of the 
actual cost. The margin can be up to a maximum of 20%. So, if you 
choose that $1,200 item against the $1,000 allowance, the most you 
can be additionally invoiced is $200 for the increased cost over the 
Prime Cost and up to $240 as a margin on the total sum of $1,200.

So, that’s the final explanation of how Prime Costs work... almost. 

Because, as we’ve already said, there are discounts to consider. 
The builder does not pay the same price as you would for the door 
furniture, window furniture, taps, sinks, basins, ovens, or almost 
anything else. The builder gets a discount from the supplier; a 
discount that would not be available to you. So, if $1,200 was the 
price that the supplier quoted you when you went to the showroom 
and decided what you wanted, it almost certainly isn’t the price the 
builder will pay. You’re entitled to ask the builder for a copy of the 
invoice showing what the builder actually paid. If you’ve taken our 
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advice and you’re dealing with a best practice builder, the builder 
will have shown it to you without being asked. 

If your contract says so, you’re entitled to pay only the actual 
price the builder paid (plus a margin, if added) and not the list 
price. Note those important words: “If your contract says so.”

Provisional Sums work a little differently, because they are 
not for fittings and furnishings but for the actual construction 
work. Site cut is one example and refers to the work done to level 
the site before construction begins. Structural steel is another. 
Underground support work, such as pilings to support the 
structure on softer ground and the work to remove very hard 
rock, are others. The point about all of these is that an experienced 
builder will have some idea of what they’re going to cost but won’t 
know precisely until the work has been completed. The Inclusions 
Schedule, therefore, includes Provisional Sums that list everything 
to be done and prices them by what is probably best thought of as 
an “educated guess”.  

Controlling Prime Costs and Provisional Sums
We’ll take the second of those first, because the answer to the 
question, “How do I control provisional sums?” is, you can’t – or 
not much at this stage. The best way to get control of provisional 
sums is to choose a best practice builder, so that the provisional 
sums that go into the Inclusions Schedule are as accurate as they 
can be at the outset. Then take a close interest in the Inclusions 
Schedule – and the prices in it – at the time it’s first shown to you. 

The work has to be done, and it has to be paid for, and for the 
most part (and this is why Provisional Sums exist) the extent of the 
work, and therefore the cost, can’t be known in advance. When the 
work has been done and the builder has been invoiced, the actual 
amount you have to pay will be known. It may be more than the 
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figure included in the Inclusions Schedule or it may be less. If you 
are dealing with a builder who low-balled you to win the business, 
you can bet your life that it will be more! So one way of getting at 
least a degree of a grip on Provisional Sums is to deal with a best 
practice builder.

Prime Costs are more under your control. You’re the person 
choosing what appliances, tiles, and everything else you want to 
have. Choose the most expensive of everything, and your prices 
will be higher. Choose the cheapest of everything and they will be 
lower. Will you be happy living in a house (and inviting guests to 
visit you there) in which everything is the cheapest it can be? Only 
you can answer that question. Will you be happy living in a house 
in which everything is gold-plated and the mortgage repayments 
have left you living on bread and cheese? Only you can answer that. 
But you do have some choice.

When you go into the kitchen showroom, you’re going to see 
some pretty remarkable stuff. It’s very easy to forget about your 
budget. You’re probably familiar with the advice to always have a 
meal before going to the supermarket because hungry people fill 
their baskets with more food than people whose bellies are full. 
Sadly, that doesn’t work with kitchen appliances or with bathroom 
fittings. By all means have a shower before you go to choose 
your new bath, taps, basins, and everything else that will go into 
a bathroom and a powder room. But don’t rely on the fact that 
you just had a shower to encourage you not to choose the most 
expensive things you see. For that, you need self-restraint. 

Before you walk into the showroom, remind yourself of your 
budget. Take a copy of the Inclusions Schedule with you, so that 
you know how much has been set aside as a Prime Cost for each 
item. Look at the prices you’re being asked to pay. How close are 
they to the amount that has been provided?
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It’s time to repeat something we’ve already said: if you have dealt 
with a low-baller, the amounts provided as Prime Costs in the 
Inclusions Schedule are not going to be enough. The builder never 
intended them to be enough. The builder put those figures there to 
persuade you to accept his or her bid and not someone else’s. You 
may find that there is very little relationship between the prices you 
are looking at and those that were provided.

If, however, you chose a best practice builder, then you should 
find that it’s possible to get the sort of fittings and finishes that will 
complement the home you have in mind without breaking the 
Prime Cost limits by too much – if at all.

There are exceptions, though, to the idea that Provisional Sums 
are very difficult to control, and it’s a good idea to go through in 
detail, right at the design stage, exactly what is being included in 
Provisional Sums. Then examine what you can have an input into 
and what you can’t. 

Unless you’re a civil engineer, it’s unlikely that you’ll have much 
to say about the amount of structural steel that’s going into your 
home. But what about Kitchen and bathroom cabinets? You’re 
certainly going to have them and they are almost as certainly going 
to be included in Provisional Sums. Right at the beginning, before 
you accept the quote, ask the builder how he arrived at the figures 
included for Joinery Cabinets in the Inclusions Schedule:

 • Where did the figure come from? 

 • Is it the builder’s own estimate? If so, how did he calculate it? 

 • What sort of cabinets did he have in mind? 

 •  And what sort of bench tops? Laminate, engineered stone, 
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marble? 

 •  What finish will the frames be? How will they open? Doors or 
drawers?

By taking a close interest in the answers to these questions, and 
making sure that the doors and windows you’re going to get are the 
doors and windows you want, you can get a degree of control over 
your costs. But not if you don’t take that interest until later in the 
project. 

If you accepted a quote and signed a contract then you have 
committed to a level of spending. Deciding when the Inclusions 
Schedule is being drawn up that you want to choose the items 
under Provisional Sums will mean that you get the quality and the 
look you want. 

What you won’t get at that stage is any control over costs.

COMPARING APPLES WITH APPLES
One of the easiest ways to go astray when you’re looking at 
quotations is by not comparing like with like. You think you are, 
but in fact the thing that costs $10,000 in one builder’s quote is not 
the same as the thing that costs $2,000 in another builder’s quote. 
It can be easy to think they are, especially when the $2,000 builder 
has worded his quote to make it look as though he’s quoting for 
the same thing as the $10,000 builder. Whose responsibility is it to 
make sure that you’re evaluating the same thing? You better make 
sure it yours. You’re the one with a lot to gain or lose.

Here’s a tip that many people have been glad they followed:

If the quote from Builder A has an allowance for something, 
and the quote from Builder B does not, ask Builder B 
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if the price for that something is included in his quote. If it is, 
ask how much he quoted for it and how he calculated that figure.  

If Builder A allowed, say, $3,000, and Builder B tells you he 
priced it at $10,000 (and gives you a sensible explanation for that 

figure), there’s a very good chance that Builder A’s quote  
is $7,000 less than he will eventually ask you to pay.

So with this mind, here are some of the things that you need to 
keep in mind.

Earthworks
A best practice builder will inspect the site, test the soil, and carry 
out a contour survey before quoting for the job. By doing that, 
they make sure that they put themselves into a position where 
they can give you the most accurate quote possible. What they tell 
you they’re likely to charge is going to be pretty close to what they 
actually do charge.

A builder who doesn’t do all of those things can’t be sure how 
much the earthworks are going to cost. That means you get a quote 
that contains a provisional sum for earthworks. If this is our old 
friend, the low-baller, that provisional sum is going to be a lot less 
than the builder knows it’s really going to cost. 

Here’s a real-life example – these figures are not plucked out 
of thin air in order to frighten you. This really happened. A best 
practice builder carried out the site inspection, the soil test, and the 
contour survey we’ve already mentioned. They realised they weren’t 
looking at any ordinary cut and fill because they did it that way, 
the gradient on the driveway would have been too steep. We have 
standards of construction in Australia, they have mandatory force, 
and they would not have allowed a driveway with that gradient. 

What the best practice builder decided to quote for was to use 
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deep edge beams, to have brickwork around the base, with steps 
up to the landings. A good deal of peering work was also going to 
be needed. They knew they had to do that, so they calculated that 
it was going to cost $13,800, and they included that in their quote. 
They also made it clear that that was the final quote for earthworks. 
If things were rougher on the ground than they expected, and the 
work proved more difficult and cost them more to execute, they 
would absorb the extra. They would not pass it on to the customer. 
That’s best practice.

Two of their competitors did no site inspection, no soil test, and 
no contour survey. One of them included in their bid a standard 
allowance of $3,000. Another didn’t quote for earthworks at all; 
they suggested “do and charge.” In other words, they would do the 
work and charge for it when it was done. Until then, the customer 
would have no idea what the earthworks were actually going to 
cost. 

It’s worth taking a little side track here and mentioning that the 
quote that included $3,000 for earthworks was called by the builder 
who submitted it a “fixed price contract” – a fixed price contract 
that was full of provisional allowances. How anyone can square 
the idea of a fixed price contract with the idea of a contract full of 
provisional allowances is beyond us.

That’s the first example of how you can believe that you’re 
comparing apples with apples but, when you take a closer look, you 
realise that you’re not.

It’s also interesting to ponder why builders would issue a quote 
without having carried out a soil test and a contour survey? 
Without a soil test, you can’t design the slab for the house. What 
usually happens when the test has not been included is that it 
is still, ultimately, carried out – because it has to be – but the 
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customer is billed another $400-$500 or so that they weren’t 
expecting – $450 is about what a soil test costs right now.

As for the contour survey, how do you calculate an accurate 
cost of building a home without one? You have to put a figure on 
the earthworks, which means on the cut and fill, and knowing 
how much fill (if any) you will have to import to the site or how 
much you will have to remove. You have to put a figure, too, on 
the retaining walls, any steps, piers – once again, you can’t quote 
without it. 

If this work has not been done before you receive your quote, you 
need to be thinking about more than, “How do I compare these 
two quotes when they don’t cover the same things?” You also need 
to be asking yourself, Do I really want to deal with the builder who 
is quite deliberately not getting all the information needed to give 
me an accurate quote and is almost certainly (and the “almost” is 
there for politeness only) knowingly quoting a lot less than I’m 
eventually going to be billed?

Connecting services
The next issue to think about is that every quote from a builder 
should include the connection of gas, power, water, storm water 
and sewers. There’s a standard charge for a six-metre setback 
(distance from the road). But what if your home is going to be 
further away from the connecting point than that? Eight metres? 10 
metres? More? 

If you have a wide variety of quotes for service connections, you 
need to take a close look at what exactly each builder is quoting. If 
your setback is going to be more than the standard six metres, then 
check the quotes to see whether the higher figures are for the actual 
distance while the lower figures are simply a standard allowance. 
In the latter case, the builder who submitted the quote knows quite 
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well that you’re going to be billed more when the job is done. 

And it could be quite a lot more, because connections are 
underground, and procedures like trenching and filling cost money 
– especially if the soil is in any way difficult.

If we’re not talking about an urban location, things can be even 
pricier. In town, your power connection is from a pillar box on 
the boundary of your property to a meter box in your home. In 
rural areas, it’s rarely that simple. So you need to contact the power 
provider to find out:

a) Where your power will come from; and

b) How much of it they can give you. 

Will they need to upgrade a transformer? Install new poles? 
Negotiate an easement over a neighbouring property? Now we’re 
talking serious money. And you got a quote that included a $3,000 
allowance for power connection with the balance to be paid when 
the builder knows what the actual cost is? Once again, you should 
be asking yourself whether you really want to do a deal with 
someone who does business that way.
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CHECK LIST
 ❑  Go back through the budget. Make sure there hasn’t been any 

“budget creep” that will push you beyond what you can afford.

 ❑  Building covenants aren’t usually a problem in Australia – but check.

 ❑  The Building Code of Australia has legal force. Download it to verify 
what your designer and builder tell you.

 ❑  Your builder should submit your Building Approval but the land 
owner should apply for the development application if required – 
but check what’s being applied for.

 ❑  When you have a Building Approval, take note of all the stages 
at which mandatory inspection is required – and make sure it 
happens.

 ❑  Read the Inclusions Schedule. Satisfy yourself on every single thing 
for which a price is quoted. Realistic? Pay particular attention to 
Prime Costs and Provisional Sums.

 ❑  A free quotation is worth what you pay for it.

 ❑  When you compare quotes, make sure you’re comparing apples 
with apples.
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CHAPTER 4
the paperwork stage

What contract should you sign?
What should be in your contract?

Is the Inclusions Schedule part of the contract?
Is a fixed price contract actually for a fixed price?

What are cost-plus contracts?
What are excluded costs?

QUESTION
You’ve chosen your builder, and your builder has asked you to sign 
a contract. As soon as you do, building can start. Well, just hold 
on. You’re about to commit yourself to spending a large amount of 
money in order to have someone build the home of your dreams. 
That’s worth a moment’s pause, isn’t it? To make sure you really 
are going to get the home you really, really want and you’re going 
to spend roughly the amount you’ve budgeted and know you can 
afford?

The building contract will describe the whole process of 
constructing the home. It will say exactly what you’re going to get 
in the finished job, and when you have to make payments to the 
builder. So read it carefully and be sure you understand every word. 
If there’s anything you don’t understand, ask. If there’s anything you 
don’t like, get it changed now – down the line will be too late. 
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WHICH CONTRACT SHOULD YOU SIGN?
That may seem like a daft question. It probably seems obvious – 
and it’s almost certainly true – that, for the most part, the builder 
hands the customer a contract and asks the customer to sign it. 
There are choices, however.

HIA is the Housing Industry of Australia and it produces a 
number of contracts, one of which is used for residential projects 
by builders. MBA is Master Builders Australia Ltd and it also 
produces a number of contracts. One, which they produce jointly 
with AIA (Australian Institute of Architects) is intended to be used 
when a project is being administered by an architect and others are 
for more general use.

Chances are, the contract you’re offered and invited to sign will 
be produced either by HIA or by MBA. Is there any reason why 
you shouldn’t sign it? Well, not really – but it’s a good idea to keep 
in mind the purposes for which these contracts are developed. 
HIA, on its website, says it is “the official body of Australia’s home 
building industry.” It goes on to say, “We represent the interests of 
the housing industry…” 

MBA is, of course, an organisation formed by builders and it, too, 
represents the interests of its members. You will not be a member 
of the MBA but your builder almost certainly will (in fact, if your 
builder is not a member of Master Builders Australia, then you went 
against the advice we gave in Chapter 1). And you should bear in 
mind that, when they develop contracts, they are not doing so in an 
even-handed manner. They have in mind the best interests of their 
members but do not leave the home owner at a disadvantage. As 
previously mentioned, read and understand the contract and ask 
your best practice builder to explain any items you don’t understand.

The majority of contracts based on the standard forms have 
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been modified before they are presented to you. and they can be 
modified further in response to your requests. It’s a good idea, 
though, unless the changes you’re asking for are very minor, to get 
a lawyer to help you. 

WHAT SHOULD BE IN YOUR CONTRACT?
If you are working with a best practice builder, and we certainly 
hope you are, then the contract will be clear and easy to 
understand. Any ambiguity in the contract should always make 
you wonder why it’s there. Is the builder unable to say exactly what 
he means? If so, are you really wise dealing with this particular 
builder? He’s been doing this sort of work for a while, after all or 
is it that he has a reason for not saying exactly what he means? If 
that’s the case, you should probably proceed with caution. Any 
contract, for any purpose, can be long and complex, but some 
things must always be there: the parties’ names; details of who is 
going to do what, as well as where and how they’re going to do 
it; the price that will be paid; and what happens if all does not go 
according to plan. Those are the basics. Your contract with the 
builder should contain at least the following:

 •  Your name and contact details, and the builder’s name and 
contact details.

 • The address of the place where the house is to be built.

 • The price to be paid.

 • Where the funds are coming from.

 • The specification or Inclusions Schedule. 

 •  The plans and other documentation that form part of the 
contract
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 • An itemised list of all statutory obligations for both parties.

 • The target completion date.

 • The schedule of progress payments to be made.

 • Any special conditions and any excluded items.

 • A cooling off period.

 • How variations are to be handled.

There will almost always be other details, but those are the 
essential minimum.

You’ve agreed to contracts in the past and in a number of cases, 
you didn’t have to sign anything, but they were still contracts. 
When you installed a piece of software, you probably ticked a box 
to say that you accepted the terms of a licence agreement. If you’re 
anything like most people, you looked at those pages and pages of 
words that appeared to deal with some imaginary universe and you 
stopped reading them. 

And that is also how a great many people look at the small print 
in the contract they sign to get their house built. But the difference 
is they’re agreeing to pay a very large sum of money and they skip 
over the details. They have more exciting things to do with their 
lives, you see.

Small print is not small
Of course, we really advise you to read the small print in detail. You 
must understand exactly what it is that you are agreeing to, exactly 
what it is that the builder is promising to do for you, how risk is 
being apportioned. If something goes wrong, who’s going to pay 
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the bill? You can be quite certain that the answer to that question 
is in the contract. You want to understand that answer before the 
problem arises, because you may not like what you find if you wait 
until afterwards.

So, to help you out, here are some questions you should be  
asking yourself as you read the agreement. If you’re not happy with 
the answers, this is the time to tell the builder that you’d like the 
term you’re unhappy with changed. Asking later will do you no 
good at all.

 •  What happens if it takes longer to get approval than you’re 
expecting? Will prices that appear to be fixed still be fixed then? 
In, say, seven months from now? Does it actually say so in the 
contract? If it doesn’t, does it include the maximum by which 
the price can rise?

 •  We’ve talked already about all sorts of things that can appear 
in the provisional sums. Now read the contract and see what is 
there.

 •  Check through every single item that appears in the contract. 
You’ve already discussed with the builder what is included 
in the deal. Is there anything that the builder told you was 
included that you cannot find in the contract? You need to 
understand that, if there is a difference between what the 
builder said and what the contract says, it will be the contract 
that takes precedence.

 •  You chose a particular bathroom suite. You chose specific 
carpeting and tiles. In fact, you chose a lot of things. Check the 
contract carefully. Is every single thing that you chose named in 
the contract by manufacturer, by model number, and by colour? 
With the price against each of them? If not, then the likelihood 
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is that the items that are not listed are still covered by Prime 
Cost or Provisional Sum, which could quite easily mean that the 
prices that have been allocated to those items in the contract 
will not be sufficient to pay for the ones you really want. Check 
and check again.  
 
This is the time to make sure that everything you want to see in 
the finished house is listed in the contract. And while you’re at 
it, check the sizes. The contract says how many square metres of 
tiles will be on the bathroom floor but how many on the walls? 
Get hold of your drawings and make sure that those areas are 
big enough. It’s no good signing a contract that commits to a 
fixed price on 50 square metres of tiling if there are actually 
70 square metres that need to be tiled. It’s no good signing a 
contract that commits to a fixed price for 200 square metres of 
carpeting if 400 square metres actually need to be covered. And 
while you’re checking those sizes, check again that the carpet, 
the tiles, the manufacturer, the model, and the colours are all as 
you said you wanted them to be.

 •  Don’t take anything for granted. It may seem obvious to you 
that there will be a specific number of light fittings, light 
switches, and wall sockets in the finished house. Get that 
number of each of those items written into the contract. If the 
contract, as presented to you, simply says that there will be a 
standard number, or an appropriate number, that is not good 
enough. Ask the builder to tell you what – in his opinion – the 
standard number or the appropriate number for a room of that 
size is. Then think about the number. Does it seem to you to 
be an appropriate number? It’s quite common for customers 
to find themselves paying an extra $3,000 to $4,000 just to get 
the number of light switches, light fittings and wall sockets that 
they think is fitting for the house.
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Is the Inclusions Schedule part of the contract?
If the answer to that question is no, then you should probably ask 
for the contract to be changed to include it. Every single thing 
in the Inclusions Schedule is something you want in the finished 
home. The best way to ensure that, is to have the schedule included 
in the contract. 

Then you sign each page and the builder signs each page. You 
have now agreed everything that is going to be done and – where 
the price is fixed – how much you’re going to pay for it. You also 
confirm that you have seen the allowance for those items for which 
the price is not yet fixed. Unfortunately, confirming that you have 
seen the allowance is not the same as getting the price you finally 
pay to be the same as the allowance. We’ve talked about this in 
previous chapters. What it comes down to is that you need to be 
doing business with a builder you know you can trust.

A FIXED PRICE CONTRACT MAY NOT ACTUALLY BE FOR A 
FIXED PRICE
“Fixed price” is a very nice term to see attached to a contract. The 
contract says the price for the completed house will be $800,000, 
and that the price is fixed. That means you’re going to get the house 
for $800,000. Right? If only things were always that simple!

The price in a fixed-price building contract is only really fixed 
if the contract contains no provisional sums. How many building 
contracts contain no provisional sums at all? Very few.

The fact that a contract contains provisional sums does not 
necessarily indicate that you’re dealing with a flaky builder. If the 
builder has asked you to specify exactly what toilet suite you want, 
and you have said that you haven’t yet made that decision, then the 
builder is not going to quote a fixed sum. Suppose he says that he 
will install the toilet suite of your choice for $300 – and you choose 
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one costing $1500. That’s an awfully big loss for the builder to bear. 
And it is a loss, because:

When a builder quotes a firm price for any part of the project  
that is a commitment to build it for that amount of money.  

If it costs less, the builder pockets the difference. If it costs more,  
the builder loses money.

If a builder asks you to sign what he calls a “fixed price” contract 
and you say, “But it isn’t fixed – it contains provisional sums” and 
the builder then says, “It’s fixed, except for the bits that aren’t,” 
there’s no need to make a fuss. Just smile. The builder has used the 
words “fixed price contract” in order to attract you. There’s no need 
to get into an argument, because this may still be the builder you  
go with.

What you need to do (see Chapter 3) is to focus on all of those 
provisional sums and do your level best to get an understanding of 
exactly how much they are likely to cost when the job is done.

It’s true that there will be the occasional provisional sum that 
can’t be quantified yet – but, for the most part, those will be the 
things (see above, where we talk about your choice of toilet suite) 
that can’t be priced until you have made a decision. So, make your 
decision and get the price fixed. 

Tell the builder which toilet suite (or whatever it is you haven’t 
decided on) you want to have installed. Ask how much the builder 
will charge to install it, bearing in mind that the price the builder 
pays to buy it will not be the price that was quoted to you. Then 
ask to have the contract amended with the inclusion of that price 
before you sign it. You just moved a little closer to turning what was 
not really a fixed price contract into one that is.
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This is not about driving the price down and cutting the  
builder’s margin to the bone. The best projects are those where 

|there is a good working relationship between builder and 
customer. If you agree to pay a fair price, you can expect a good 
job. If you try to get the house built for less than it should really 

cost, expect to get what you’ve paid for.

One last thing (at least for now) on provisional sums. If you  
find that some builders’ contracts contain a lot more provisional 
sums than the contracts you got from others, that’s a sign that  
those builders have not done as much preparatory work on the 
contract as the ones who have few provisional sums. Does that 
make a difference to your choice of which contract to sign? It 
probably should.

COST-PLUS CONTRACTS
A cost-plus contract is one where the builder undertakes to build 
the house for whatever it costs plus a margin of a stated percentage. 
Cost-plus contracts are loved by government departments, who 
believe that they give the public the best possible and most cost-
effective deal.

What lies behind that is the fundamental drawback to cost-plus 
contracts: the builder has no incentive to buy or work as cost 
effectively as possible. Why bother? However, much it costs, the 
builder is going to get everything back together with the agreed 
percentage. Cost-plus contracts may seem when you first look at 
them to be cheaper than the alternatives but they never work out 
that way.

It’s important to understand that best practice builders will have 
a team of professional tradesmen and suppliers who do not inflate 
their prices. 
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EXCLUDED COSTS YOU MAY NOT HAVE BEEN EXPECTING
In Chapter 3, we had a section about things you may have 
overlooked. There are also some matters that are excluded from the 
contract (which means you have to pay for them separately) that, 
until you see them listed as exclusions, you had not considered. 
These include:

Fees
Chances are you will be paying fees for approval of the project 
and for inspections while building is proceeding. You may also be 
paying a building levy as well as a variety of other levies. These are 
excluded from the contract, so you don’t know how much they’re 
going to cost – but you can ask the builder to give you an indication 
of the fees that were charged in the same State or Territory on a 
similar project.

If the nature of the land on which your building requires it, 
you may also be paying consultants’ fees for hydraulic surveys, 
engineering studies, and related costs. If you’ve never done 
this before, you may not know what sort of fees are likely to be 
incurred by this project in this place – but your designer and your 
builder have a pretty good idea. Make sure you ask them to share 
it with you.

Removal of asbestos
If there is already a house or other building on the site, which you 
are either going to renovate, extend or knock down, it’s possible 
that it contains asbestos. That is going to increase the demolition 
costs, because asbestos has to be removed by operators who are 
trained and licensed and asbestos removal can be expensive. If you 
think there may be asbestos on the site, it may be worth getting a 
specialist firm to take a look. They will be able to tell you if there 
is asbestos there and, if there is, what the likely cost of removing it 
will be.
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Excavation in rock
This will usually be excluded from the building contract because in 
many parts of Australia, rock is not something you need to worry 
about. But in some parts of Australia, it is. If you think there’s a 
possibility that there may be rock on the site where you plan to 
build, think about having a geo-technical report done by an expert 
firm before you sign the contract. It will cost a few hundred dollars, 
but at least you will know whether there is likely to be a problem. 

If the builder has to excavate in rock, he’ll need more equipment 
and more time and the additional cost – which you will be 
expected to pay at the time the work is done – can amount to many 
thousands of dollars. In extreme cases, it can be so much that, if it 
had been known about before buying the land, the customer would 
have found somewhere else to build the house.

Retaining walls
Depending on the lay of the land, it may be quite clear that 
retaining walls will be needed but that doesn’t mean they’ll 
automatically be included in the contract. You must look at the 
drawings and the inclusions schedule. If retaining walls are not 
mentioned, then they are not in the quote and they are not in the 
price set out in the contract. It shouldn’t be difficult to get them 
included – building retaining walls is bread and butter to any 
builder – so all you have to do is ask for them to be included. And 
that also applies to...

Driveways and footpaths
As with retaining walls, it’s probably clear just from looking at the 
site that a driveway and/or footpaths are needed. They may not be 
in the contract, though, because they often aren’t. If you want them 
included, get the builder to give you a quote and get it included in 
the contract. Both of these items may appear on drawings, but that 
may simply be for aesthetic reasons. Check the inclusions schedule 
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– if no driveway or no footpath is included there, they are not in 
the contract and then not in the price.

Landscaping
Builders are not landscapers and a contract to build a new house 
very rarely includes landscaping. If you want it, ask for it. However, 
you may do better to get a separate quotation from a landscaping 
specialist who can come in after the house has been built.

Boundary fences
The reason why boundary fences are frequently excluded from the 
contract is that a boundary fence is often the joint responsibility 
of you and the owner of the property next door. The builder may 
simply want to avoid getting into that kind of negotiation with 
someone else. That desire will increase if you have three or four 
neighbours to negotiate with.

Goods and Services Tax (GST)
If GST is not specifically mentioned in the contract then ask for 
confirmation (and get it included in the contract) that the price 
you have been quoted includes it. Also, make sure that you are not 
asked to pay the tax twice. If GST is included in the price of the 
Prime Cost items, then it shouldn’t be charged again by the builder 
as part of the final invoice.
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CHECK LIST

Purchasing Land Yes No

Registered? ❑	 ❑

Sloping? ❑	 ❑

Bushfire? ❑	 ❑

Flood? ❑	 ❑

Site Classification? ❑	 ❑

Access ❑	 ❑

Developer/Covenant conditions? ❑	 ❑

Choosing a Builder

Correct license? ❑	 ❑

Experienced? ❑	 ❑

Reference check? ❑	 ❑

Registered Business? ❑	 ❑

Use of standard HIA or MBA contracts? ❑	 ❑

Trades employed, not subcontracted? ❑	 ❑

Great communication skills? ❑	 ❑

Friendly staff team? ❑	 ❑

Builder you can trust? ❑	 ❑
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CHAPTER 5
the process stage

Love your builder – or at least talk to him
What are the steps in building a house?

It isn’t only the builder you need to talk to
Visit when you can

Who are all these people?
The importance of the supervisor

QUESTION
You’ve got your designs. You’ve examined the quotes you received 
and you’ve chosen your builder. You’ve signed the contract. You’re 
ready to start! Everything should go smoothly from here – right? 
Well, it certainly can. But it won’t happen automatically. And it can 
turn into such a nightmare, you’ll think you’re living on Elm Street. 

What makes the building of your new house go smoothly is 
having a good relationship with your builder. And you can’t  
have a good relationship with your builder unless you know 
what he’s doing and he knows what he’s doing. So, let’s rewrite 
that sentence as: What makes the building of your new house go 
smoothly is having a good relationship with a good builder. Best 
practice builders want you to understand everything they’re doing. 
The rest would rather that you didn’t, because often they don’t 
know themselves.
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WHAT ARE THE STEPS IN BUILDING A HOUSE?
You can look at a whole town of custom-built homes spread over 
many acres and see that each one of them is different. But they all 
went through a series of stages that will have been much the same. 
For all those houses – and for your house, too – an outline of the 
process looks like this:

Note: The below list lines up with the progress payment stages of 
a standard building contract, we go into more detail later in this 
chapter “Let’s Get Building”

1. Deposit 

2. Base Stage::

 •  for a home with a timber floor with base brickwork, the 
concrete footings for the floor are poured and the base 
brickwork is built to floor level and the bearers and joists are 
installed;

 •  for a home with a timber floor without base brickwork, the 
stumps, piers or columns are finished and the bearers and joists 
are installed;

 •  for a home with a suspended concrete slab floor, the concrete 
footings are poured and the formwork and reinforcing for the 
suspended slab are installed; or for a home with a concrete 
floor, other than a suspended concrete slab floor, the floor is 
finished;

3. Frame Stage: Wall and roof framing- the building’s frame is 
finished;

4. Enclosed Stage: the external wall cladding is fixed;
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 • the roof covering is fixed, but without:

 • soffit linings necessarily having been fixed;

 • for a tile roof, pointing necessarily having been done; or

 •  for a metal roof, scribing and final screwing off having 
necessarily been done;

 • the structural flooring is laid;

 •  the external doors are fixed (even if only temporarily), but, if a 
lockable door separating a garage from the rest of the building 
has been fixed, without the garage doors necessarily having 
been fixed; and

 • the external windows are fixed (even if only temporarily)

5. Fixing Stage: all the internal linings, architraves, cornices, 
skirtings, doors to rooms, baths, shower trays, wet area tiling, 
built-in shelves, built-in cabinets and built-in cupboards are 
fitted and fixed in position

6. Practical Completion: the Works are completed in compliance 
with the Contract, including all Plans and Specifications, and 
all statutory requirements applying to the Works, without 
any defects or omissions other than minor defects or minor 
omissions that will not unreasonably affect occupation; and if 
the Owner claims there are minor defects or minor omissions, 
the Contractor gives the Owner a defects document for the 
minor defects or minor omissions

TALK TO YOUR BUILDER
Communication is the most essential part of this stage of the 
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process, and it’s one that is often neglected. You don’t know what’s 
happening, so you go and look at the site and there are all kinds of 
people doing all kinds of things – and you don’t know who they are 
and what it is that they’re doing. And this is your land! You paid 
for those bricks, the plastering, that structural steel. You’re also, 
though not directly, paying the workers you’re looking at, so don’t 
you think it would be a good idea to understand what all of those 
people are doing??

And what about when people aren’t doing something that you’ve 
paid for? Like when you drive down the road and you find one lane 
coned off – apparently to protect road workers – and there’s nobody 
there. The coned off lane is empty. It makes you furious, doesn’t it? 
The fury might ease if there was someone there to tell you why the 
cones are in position but nothing is going on, don’t you think? And 
it’s the same with the building site. 

The good news is that, if you’ve chosen a best practice builder, 
the builder thinks it would be a good idea, too. From time to time 
in this book, we’ve said that if something a bit untoward happens, 
then you know you haven’t chosen a best practice builder. Here’s 
another clue. If you ask your builder a question and get an answer 
that you don’t really believe – or, worse, don’t get an answer at 
all – you’re not dealing with a best practice builder. Because really 
good builders know that their job will be much easier if you know 
exactly what is happening – and why.

So, talk to your builder.

One of the questions we suggested you ask builders when you’re 
looking for the right one was: “Who do I speak to day-to-day to 
clarify something I’m not happy about?” Now that you’re actually 
working with one, we can amend that, too. We amend it by taking 
out the last four words. What you want to know is who you speak 
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to day-to-day to clarify things and to know what is happening. 
You don’t need to be unhappy about what you see. You just want to 
know the detail.

Some builders have a built-in process that keeps everyone in 
the team up-to-date with what’s happening on your job. And that 
includes you, because from the point of view of a best practice 
builder, you are part of the team. Even where that system does not 
exist, you should still have an easy and ready line to the person in 
the building company who can tell you what’s happening. It may 
be your project manager or may be a customer service consultant. 
It doesn’t matter what the title is – what matters is that you 
communicate regularly with the builder and that you are kept up-
to-date with what is happening, and why.

It’s a good idea, by the way, to back up the conversation you had 
in writing. Email is increasingly the easy way to do this. But have 
a provable record. The problem with conversations that aren’t 
recorded is that they vanish into the air. It isn’t necessarily true that 
the person you spoke to didn’t intend to do what the pair of you 
agreed. But things get forgotten. Builders are busy people. They 
discuss something with you, you agree on what’s to be done and 
the builder has every intention of doing it. The issue is that it isn’t 
something that has to be done right this minute and, by the time it 
should be done, the builder no longer remembers the conversation. 
Put it in writing and that is much less likely.

IT ISN’T ONLY THE BUILDER YOU NEED TO TALK TO
We stress the importance of talking to the builder, but the builder 
isn’t the only person you need to talk to. Talk to the tradespeople  
as well. 

One reason to do this is because, if they feel they have a good 
relationship with you, the tradespeople will be motivated to go 
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that little bit further in doing the very best job they possibly can. 
Another is that these guys are experts. Your builder knows a great 
deal about what’s happening on your site. He knows a lot about 
plumbing, but not as much as a plumber knows. The same goes 
for electricians, plasterers, painters – if you’re dealing with a best 
practice builder, then every single person working on your house is 
an expert in his or her particular trade. 

You want to know why they do what they do and the way they do 
it? They’d be delighted to tell you (because almost no one ever asks) 
– so ask them. Almost everyone in the world likes to talk about 
their area of expertise. So, let them. You’ll see the benefit in the 
quality of the job they leave behind.

However, don’t make the mistake of giving them instructions. 
If they ask how you want something done, involve the builder’s 
supervisor. Instructing the trades directly without going through 
the builder is a mistake.

VISIT WHEN YOU CAN
Sometimes you’re having the new home built because you’re 
relocating, and the site is hundreds or even thousands of miles 
away from where you live now. If you’re moving from Perth to 
Brisbane, for example, that’s a long way. You can’t just drop in. 

Most people, of course, aren’t going that far, and many people are 
moving from one place to another within the same city. Whichever 
extreme you’re at, you should aim to go and look at the site from 
time to time just to make sure that it’s progressing just as they’ve 
told you it is and that it’s looking good. If there’s anything you want 
to ask the builder about, this is the time to do it. Just be sure not 
to enter the site without the builder or supervisor due to the safety 
obligations. 
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In the early days, book regular site meetings with the builder. 
If you’re working with a best practice builder, you’ll probably go 
on having regular site meetings right up to the point where the 
Completion Certificate is issued and you can move in. 

Customers turning up unannounced is often a sign that things 
are going wrong. They’re there to check-up on a process that 
they believe is not running as well as it should. If that’s you, it’s 
important to get your concerns out in the open and get answers 
to your questions. It’s also important, if you can, to continue to 
maintain an open and friendly relationship with the builder. 

Some of the worst disasters we’ve seen have happened when a 
customer became disillusioned with one builder, switched to a best 
practice builder, but carried the doubts and scepticism created by 
the old one into that new relationship. Try to work on the basis that 
there’s bound to be a good and innocent explanation for whatever 
it is that’s worrying you, and maintain that attitude right up to the 
point when it becomes obvious that there isn’t one.

WHO ARE ALL THESE PEOPLE?
You’ll find a lot of people on site, and you’ll wonder who some 
of them are and what they’re doing there. That, though, is not 
the question we’re addressing here. Someone is in charge of your 
building site and that someone may be called project manager, 
supervisor, or something else, but they’re in charge. 

If you’ve chosen a smaller builder, it could even be the owner of 
the building company. The point is: the person in charge works 
for the building company you’ve chosen. But that isn’t true of 
everybody on site. Many of them will be subcontractors and self-
employed tradesmen. Their employment status doesn’t matter: what 
does matter is that they have to be licensed. To be licensed, they 
have to be qualified, and many of them also have to carry insurance.
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The person responsible for making sure that all tradesmen and 
all subcontractors are licensed (and therefore qualified and, if they 
need to be, insured) is whoever is in charge of your site. What 
may not have been checked is the status of people working for the 
subcontractors.

Example: Plastering is being done by six men employed by a 
subcontractor. The subcontractor is properly licensed, and the 
builder has checked that. Best practice builders know the people 
they deal with. If they start to work with someone new, they take 
the time to check them out and it will be someone who has the 
knowledge, the skills and the attitude to do the job right.

Construction in Australia has a very good system of certification 
to ensure that people working in the building trade have the skills, 
the experience and the health and safety training they need to do a 
really good job. That doesn’t change the fact that there are quite a lot 
of people working in construction in Australia who don’t have that 
certification. They don’t have skills, they don’t have experience and 
as for health and safety – forget it! You don’t want people like that 
working on your home – and neither does a best practice builder.

You don’t want any of that, and so choosing a best practice 
builder is even more vital than we’ve already suggested it is.

Incidentally, that contract you signed with the builder is not 
the only contract involved on this project. The builder also has 
a contract with the subcontractors (or does if he’s a best practice 
builder). That contract says what quality of workmanship is 
expected, what the timeframe is in which the job has to be 
completed, and what the penalties will be if the subcontractor 
does not complete the work satisfactorily. Because many builders 
don’t have these contracts in place, they struggle to control the 
subcontractors, which means they struggle to control the job.
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Something else worth mentioning while we talk about trades 
and subcontractors is this – it may be that you ask the builder to 
employ a particular subcontractor or tradesman. It may also be that 
the builder demurs because doesn’t want that subcontractor or that 
tradesman. It’s not unknown for clients to become irritated by this 
refusal and it’s not unknown for them to stick their heels in and 
say, “But I want this guy. It’s my house, he’s an old friend, (or I’m 
indebted to him for past favours) and I want him to work there.” 
Let’s be clear: That’s not a really good idea.

The builder may have a particular reason for not wanting to hire 
that person. It may be that he doesn’t want to tell you that he’s used 
this person in the past and the experience was not good or a variety 
of other reasons. Builders have people they are comfortable with. 
When a best practice builder has worked with a subcontractor or a 
tradesman in the past and found that they delivered what they were 
supposed to do to a high quality and on schedule, the best practice 
builder wants to go on working with those people. 

The builder has a very good reputation and it’s based on high 
quality work that was done by the subbies and the tradespeople 
he prefers to use. When the builder refuses to take on the people 
you’ve suggested, don’t assume that the builder is simply being 
awkward, or doing a favour to his own friends. It may very well be 
that what the builder is insisting on is the ability to stick to the very 
high standards he has developed over the years. The very standards 
you chose him for. 

And everything we’ve just said applies equally to suppliers. The 
builder knows which suppliers he wants to use. It’s very easy to 
assume that that is because he’s getting favourable discounts. It’s 
just as likely, in fact, that he relies on those suppliers very high 
quality standards.
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And, by the way, if you do get the builder to hire your choice of 
subcontractor or supplier, you’re taking on a responsibility that 
you would not have otherwise. If anything goes wrong with that 
subcontractor or supplier, it is not (as it would normally be) a 
matter for the builder to sort out. If you wished the subbie on to the 
builder and It proves to have been a mistake, it wasn’t the builder’s 
mistake, was it? So why should the builder be asked to sort it out?

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE SUPERVISOR
As we’ve made clear, the majority of the work to build your house 
will be done by subcontractors and self-employed tradespeople. 
They have to be supervised, and it’s very important that the 
supervisor should work for the builder. The supervisor must 
be fully experienced, because it’s the supervisor who keeps the 
subcontractors and tradespeople up to the mark.

Did you know that some building companies pay their 
supervisors a bonus for saving money on the job – which they  

can probably only do by cutting corners? So, what do you  
think – are those companies bent on delivering to the customer –  

to you – the highest quality and best job they possibly can?

Supervisors know, just as building companies do, that the huge 
majority of their customers know very little about construction. 
Best practice companies employ best practice supervisors who 
keep the customer informed and give the customer what they 
want. Other supervisors pull the wool over their customers’ eyes, 
saving the builder money by delivering a substandard job while 
pretending that “this is the right way to do it.”

Should the supervisor be on site every minute of the working day, 
every day? No. One supervisor may be responsible for more than 
one job. But he or she should be visible often enough to be able to 
make sure the job is done right.
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EXPECT THE UNEXPECTED
If you’ve managed this project as recommended in the earlier 
chapters of this book, a great deal of work has gone on to find out 
exactly what the builders will face when they start work. It would 
be wonderful if that meant that everything would go like clockwork 
and there would be no surprises. And, on the face of it, that’s what 
it should mean. 

But if you encounter no surprises as your house is built, then you 
will be in a tiny minority. From time to time, the builder is going to 
tell you that something has been discovered that was not expected, 
that something has not happened that should have happened or 
has happened that should not have happened – and what do you 
want to do about it? If you’re dealing with a best practice builder, 
you should at this point get alternative courses of action suggested 
to you, with the costs, the pros and the cons – but it’s still for you to 
decide. It’s your house and your project.

Listen to the builder’s advice, and ask what the experience is that 
lies behind it. Then decide. But don’t take longer than you need 
because:

THERE’S A DELAY. IS IT YOU?
We all know that time is money. It’s too common a cliché to waste 
time on. Why do things become clichés? Because of the element of 
truth in them. The builder has a team on your site. Sometimes, they 
can’t carry on working until they’ve had a decision from you. It 
might be something major, like what you want to do about the fact 
that the tennis court can’t go where you wanted to have it because 
of an unforeseen development on the other side of the fence. It 
might be something that you just haven’t got around to: choosing 
the bathroom tiles or deciding which of three different patterns of 
light switch you want.
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No one should expect you to make an important decision  
more quickly than you need to, but there’s a difference between  

considered delay and dithering.

If you take too long, you really can’t be surprised if the builder 
decides he can’t go on losing money through delay and transfers the 
workers to another site. Now you’re going to miss your scheduled 
completion date. There won’t be any point in complaining to the 
builder. It isn’t his fault. Who’s, is it? You know who’s it is.

When you’re asked for decisions, you might think, “Why am 
I being asked to decide on that now? They haven’t even finished 
clearing the scrub so they can pour the slab, and yet I’m being 
asked to decide on the kind of windows I want. What’s the rush?” 
The rush is that getting windows made generally takes quite a long 
time, which is why they’re one of the first things to be ordered. If 
you ask a best practice builder what’s the rush?”, you’ll be told the 
reason. Apply that to everything. If you’re asked for any decision at 
all about which you think, “Why do I have to decide that now?”, ask 
the builder what the implications of not deciding now might be.

COST VARIATIONS
You signed a contract, which had a price in it. Building a custom 
home exactly the way you want it is almost always an expensive 
business, but you knew it was a price you were prepared to pay. 
And then comes the first cost variation, and you’re being asked 
to pay more than the price you contracted to pay How does that 
happen?

The most common types of contract used for residential building 
in Australia are those issued by the Housing Industry Association 
and Master Builders Australia. In both cases, the contract makes 
clear that a variation can only be charged in the following 
circumstances:
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1. The work being done is outside the scope of the original 
contract

2. Provisional Sums in the quote have been adjusted because the 
items have now been chosen and the accurate price is known

3. Prime Costs are fixed and adjusted

The important thing to keep in mind is that where the cost 
variation results from you changing your mind about what 
you wanted to have done or selecting something that will cost 
more than was allowed for in the contract, then it is you who is 
responsible for meeting the additional cost. That cost may also 
include a builders’ margin of up to 20% if that is what the builder 
is charging. If, on the other hand, the variation is due to some 
mistake by the builder, then the builder has to bear the cost.

Example 1
The cost of bathroom tiles has increased. If the increase is because 
the builder miscalculated the number of tiles that would be 
required, then the builder pays and you cannot be expected to bear 
any part of the additional cost. 

If the increase is because you had chosen plain tiles and you 
now want something with a decoration and a different finish, and 
these tiles cost 40% more than the tiles that were originally to be 
installed, then that is a change that you have brought about, and 
you will be expected to pay the whole of the additional cost of the 
tiles plus any margin (up to 20%) imposed by the builder.

Example 2
The builder quoted you a price based on what his preferred 
bricklayer has charged on the last 18 jobs the bricklayer has done 
for this builder. The builder did not check with the bricklayer that 
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the rates were still the same. You accepted the quote by signing  
the contract. Now the bricklayer has told the builder that his rate 
has increased by 12%. The builder cannot pass this extra charge on 
to you. 

Example 3
You are sure that you told the builder you wanted external power 
points on the outside wall overlooking the patio. They are not, 
however, included in either the quotation or the contract. If you 
still want them installed, you will have to pay the cost of those 
power points, the cost of the labour to install them, and any margin 
the builder is charging. Can you see the importance of checking 
every detail of a contract with the utmost care?

Example 4
This is not a complete new build but a renovation. When the 
electrician starts work, he finds that the electrical wiring is not 
in accordance with today’s standards. He has no choice; the law 
requires him to upgrade the wiring, not just in the part of the house 
that is being renovated but throughout. You will have to bear the 
cost, because the wiring was not inspected at the time the quote 
was drawn up, nobody knew that it would have to be replaced, and 
replacement is not included in the quote or the contract.

Example 5
This has similarities with both Example 2 and Example 4. One of 
the tradespeople has increased the cost of installing something. If 
the something in question is included in the quote as a provisional 
sum, then you can be required to pay both the increase and an 
increased margin. If the price is not detailed in the quote, then it’s 
the builder who has to bear the cost.

And what about expiry dates?
It’s very unusual for a quote not to have a condition attached to 
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it that says how long it’s valid for. If the quote is valid for 30 days, 
and you sign a contract 35 days after the date of the quote, then – 
unless the quote is bound into the contract with a statement that 
says those figures are valid – the builder could increase the amount 
beyond what he first quoted. 

That would not be normal practice, and it would not be 
something anyone would expect from a best practice builder, but 
it could be done and it would be legally binding, so take care. Also 
note that even a best practice builder will not expect to be held to 
every item on his quote if you don’t accept it until several months 
have passed. In those circumstances, the builder will normally want 
to check the quote and will tell you if anything has to be varied.

Something else you can expect a best practice builder to do is 
to keep you informed of cost variations as they go along. Nobody 
wants to be clobbered with $100,000 of cost increases that have 
been piling up throughout the construction process, but no-one 
said anything until the end.

It’s also a good idea to tell your builder that, before any work is 
done that involves a variation, you need to be given the price of the 
variation in writing. The amount of the variations can be startling – 
and, if you signed with a builder who had low-balled you in order 
to win the business, you can translate that word ”can” into “will.” 

If you’re contemplating adding to the scope of the contract, make 
sure that you get a written quotation for the additional work before 
it starts. Say you want to add two external taps to the outside wall. 
On the other side of that wall is a washroom with all the pipes 
already in position. That can’t cost much, can it? Look: there are 
builders out there who survive by signing contracts at prices the 
customers find attractive and then adding as many inflated price 
add-ons as they possibly can. So, tell the builder what you want and 
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get a written quote before any work starts. Then accept the quote, 
and get it written into the contract.

It’s possible to make all this sound very frightening, but it 
doesn’t need to be. It would be an unusual new home build in 
which nothing at all changed from first design to handing over 
the Completion Certificate. In most cases, changes are handled 
expeditiously and at reasonable cost. What we’ve tried to do here is 
to show what can go wrong – and how you can avoid it.

THINGS THAT REALLY SHOULD BE HAPPENING — BUT 
DON’T ALWAYS
As we’ve said, sustainability is important in building. But 
sustainability is part of eco-friendliness, this is the 21st Century, 
and eco-friendliness goes a lot further than just using recycled 
materials and getting energy from the sun. There are things that a 
best practice builder will do as a matter of course. They are things 
that all builders should be doing. If you haven’t chosen a best 
practice builder, we don’t suggest making a fight out of these issues, 
but it is worth asking why a builder is not doing something that 
you believe they should be doing.

Example 1
Is there a waterway anywhere near the site? If so, you don’t want 
run-off from your building site to go into the waterways, because 
that is polluting, it kills fish, and it’s unsightly. Sediment fences exist 
to prevent the run-off reaching the water. Your builder really ought 
to be using sediment fences.

Example 2 
Building sites generate a lot of waste. If the waste goes straight into 
skips, it won’t cause any environmental damage. If it’s left lying 
around for a while, it can be walked on, driven over, spread around, 
ground into the earth, carried off by rodents. So, storing all waste in 
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skips is not just about making the place look tidy – the benefits go 
much further than that.

IT’S YOUR PROJECT
You’re not a builder, and you have to rely on the professionals to 
do the very best job that can be done. Nevertheless, you need to 
take a closely interested role. You can’t be the project manager, but 
you need to stay close to the person who is, and this is not always 
as easy as it might be. Some designers offer supervision services, 
which means that the person who designed your home is the one 
who oversees its construction. A designer in that role would be 
the best person to make the decisions about alternative materials 
mentioned in the previous paragraph. But it’s not as simple as that. 

Some states don’t allow architects to offer supervisory and project 
management services. The architect is still a very good person to 
refer to for advice on alternative materials to be used, but advising 
is not the same as project managing. Designers who take on 
supervisory roles have to accept a higher professional indemnity 
risk insurance premium; the result is that some designers won’t do 
it. Once again, the designer can be a very good person to refer to 
for advice on alternative materials, but that isn’t quite the same as 
being in overall charge as supervisor.

LET’S GET BUILDING!
This chapter is about the construction process, so let’s get to the 
point! At the beginning of the chapter, we listed the various stages 
so let’s look at them in greater detail.

Prepare the site and pour the footings and slab (Base stage in the 
contract).

The first thing that happens is that the site is cleared. Not 
necessarily the whole site; what has to be got ready is the place 
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where the house is going to go. Is it covered with scrub? Trees? Full 
of rocks? Or is there an old building standing there? All of those 
things have to be removed.

If the first thing that has to be done is removing trees or knocking 
down an old building, then you should assume that the crew that 
does this work may well not be the same crew as does the rest of 
the site preparation and foundation pouring. Clearing a wooded lot 
is a specialist job and so is demolishing an old building. They are 
also jobs with significant health and safety issues. A falling tree can 
kill someone. So, can a falling building. If you’re on site when this is 
happening, you should expect to be kept well away from the place 
where the work is going on, and you should expect to see no one 
there except the professional tree fallers or demolition crew. 

On the other hand, if it’s just a matter of clearing away scrub and 
rocks, the crew doing the work is quite likely to be made up of the 
same guys who will carry on to the next stage.

Trees that have been cut down will generally be towed away on 
a truck kitted out for the purpose. A lot of the rubble from an 
old building will go into skips and then also be taken away. Many 
people, however, find when they start work on a new garden that 
it’s ferociously drained. This is frequently the result of rubble from 
the demolished building having been buried under topsoil. If you 
have a best practice builder they will not bury rubble and leave you 
with a clean site. 

It may be – it’s quite likely – that the landscaping will be done by 
someone else (possibly even you) when the building is complete 
and not by the builder. However, the builder, in the way he deals 
with rubble from a demolished building, can make the landscaper’s 
job a delight or something that will give you bad dreams for the 
next 20 years.
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In any case, the site will be cleared and it will also be levelled. 
Timber form boards will then be put in place to show where the 
slab will be and holes and trenches will be dug. If you’re having a 
pool, this is the time that the holes for it will be dug prior to the 
footings being poured. We’ll talk some more about footings in a 
moment.

Does your design include a basement? In areas where space is at a 
premium and land is expensive, basements are increasingly popular 
as media rooms or for other purposes. If you’re having one, this is 
the time when the hole is dug, the footings are formed and poured 
and then the basement walls are formed and poured. That word 
“formed” is one you’ll hear quite a lot if you talk to your builder 
at this stage of the operation, because ”forming” means putting 
up pieces of wood – known as shutters, so this process is called 
shuttering – into which the concrete can be poured. The forms, or 
shutters, remain in place until the concrete has set, and that is what 
prevents the concrete from sliding all over the place before it cures. 

The area between the footings is levelled and the drains for 
plumbing are installed so are chases in which electric cables will 
run. Then it’s time to pour the slab. The concreter will place and 
finish the slab with the correct falls and set downs as per the 
engineers design. Concrete takes time to set. How much time 
depends on the volume of the concrete in cubic metres, as well as 
the ambient temperature. Nothing else will be happening on your 
site until the concrete has cured enough to work on. Then: 

1. A waterproof membrane is applied to the basement walls

2. Previously excavated soil is filled around the foundation wall.

There will almost certainly be an inspection at this point.
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Footings? What are footings?
Almost every house sits on a slab and almost every slab bears on 
footings. They are made of concrete and a width of between 40cm 
and 50cm is usually enough where the soil is firm. If your house, 
though, is on soft soil, pier footings may be required. Settlement 
is not that uncommon, and you shouldn’t worry if you see a small 
amount of settlement that is even all the way round and happens 
slowly.

Uneven settlement is a different proposition, because it can cause 
cracking.

Because soil testing was carried out before work started, then the 
engineer will know whether there are any problems with the soil’s 
load-bearing capacity and should have adjusted the width and depth 
of the footings accordingly before the builder starts the project.

Wall and Roof Framing- (frame stage in contract)
The next stage of your home is the Frame stage. Think of the walls, 
roof and floor (if a 2 or 3 story home) as the shell of the house. This 
goes up when the slab has cured enough to work on. The outside 
walls frames and the roof framing are erected and tied down to the 
engineer’s specifications. This is the completion of the frame stage. 
There is also an inspection at this stage of the build by an engineer 
or the certifier to ensure the structure has been constructed in 
accordance with the engineer’s design. 

Windows, External Cladding – (enclosed stage in contract)
Once the frame stage is complete the roof sheeting or roof tiles 
will be installed, and the team will move on to instillation of the 
windows and exterior doors. The external of the building is then is 
wrapped in a protective barrier (called Sarking) that keeps water 
out but allows water vapour that is inside to escape. The external 
cladding – depending on your selections – Brick or light weight 
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materials, is now installed to the exterior of the building over the 
sarking. While the exterior of the building is being enclosed the 
plumbers, electricians and air conditioning installers are “roughing 
in” the internal services as required. 

Internal Finishes (fixing Stage in the contract)
After the roof and external walls are sealed up from the elements the 
internal finishes begin. The plasterer will sheet, set, sand and cornice 
the internal walls in preparation for painting. Kitchen and laundry 
joinery will be fitted. Waterproofing to the wet areas will be applied 
and the wall and floor tiling are completed during this stage.

Final stages (Practical Completion Stage in contract)
Your new house is really looking like a home now. If you walk 
around inside, you’re walking on a finished floor, which may be 
wood, vinyl or ceramic tiles according to your selections. Bench 
tops are also installed, though you can’t yet make a cup of coffee. 
The external grading is finished so that drainage is in the right 
direction – away from the house, driveways are completed and 
landscaping may commence. Shower screens and mirrors are 
installed. Power and light fittings, kitchen appliances and plumbing 
fixtures are all completed during this time. Timber floors are 
sanded and sealed, carpets are installed and a final clean from top 
to bottom is completed. 

The builder will now arrange a meeting with you to complete a 
walk through of your completed home to allow you to identify any 
minor defects, errors or omissions. There will now be an agreed list 
and the builder will complete these items. 

The council/ Certifier will complete the final inspection and if 
everything is in order a Form 21 – Final inspection Certificate will 
be issued. Congratulations you new home is now officially habitable.
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CHAPTER 6
the handover stage

The work is done. You have your completion certificate and you can 
move in but let’s just remind ourselves why you did this. 

You built your own house to take that once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to have exactly the life you wanted. Everyone 
who’s going to live there chipped in and everyone 

contributed to the discussion. You designed a house that would 
give everyone exactly what they wanted (or, if you didn’t quite do 
that, you got as close to it as the budget would allow). 

If you went about it as we suggested, you now know that magical 
feeling when dreams come true. We could call this chapter the 
Toyota moment! We based that on the Toyota commercial that 
ends with everyone – mother, father, daughter, son and two 
salespeople – leaping up and down in joy at the completion of the 
purchase of a new car.

And that is the experience we hope you’re having now. You knew 
the home you wanted. And now you’ve got it.

WHY WE WROTE THIS BOOK
We wrote this book for homeowners who have high standards – in 
their lives and in their careers, they pursue the idea of best practice. 
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What we wanted to do when we started writing this book was to 
bring those homeowners face-to-face with best practice builders. 
Possibly the readers we had most in mind were families looking to 
build, and particularly those doing design and construct custom 
builds or large renovations, although this book should interest 
anyone wanting to build a house. We intended the book as a guide 
so you, the reader, could avoid expensive pitfalls and unforeseen 
risks as you embark on this project. 

We know there are a lot of cowboy builders around. We know 
you know that, too. What we wanted to bring you was confidence 
and the peace of mind that would come from knowing there are 
best practice builders out there, and that you need never fear being 
ripped off by a builder. This book was meant as a due diligence tool 
you can use and share for the rest of your life.

Why was that necessary? Because we know it’s easy to feel 
overwhelmed, scared, uncertain and confused. There are horror 
stories of builders ripping people off, or going bankrupt, or both. 
We know there are, because we’ve heard them, too. 

You’re about to hand a large chunk of money to a builder. You 
need to know how to find the builder you can trust. You need to 
know what questions you should be asking. This book is designed 
to help you.

WHAT NEXT?
The house is built. You’ve moved in but it’s not quite over. Yes, you 
can live happily ever after, and we hope you do, but you and the 
builder have probably not parted ways just yet.

Maintenance
What does it say in the contract you signed with your builder 
about the builder’s responsibilities after the home has been handed 
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over? Of course, long-term maintenance of the home is your 
responsibility – but there is (or there certainly should be) a defect 
period in your contract during which you can call on the builder to 
fix anything that isn’t right. 

Inspecting a completed home is one thing, and living in it is 
another, and it’s often only when you are living in it – sleeping, 
showering, eating, watching TV, and swimming in that pool your 
children so longed for – that you realise that something needs 
fixing. There are statutory warranties, but if you went with a best 
practice builder, you should have no difficulty in any case getting 
the builder to come out and fix what needs fixing.

Something your builder should, in any case, have done at the 
moment the house was handed over is to give you a written 
explanation of how the maintenance of your new home should be 
completed to keep it looking and working as it should for many 
years to come. 

We wish you every joy and happiness in your new home. 

You worked for it. 

You’ve earned it.

Now enjoy it!



The Insiders Guide to Building or Renovating Your 
Dream Home —everything you need to know  
about  selecting a ‘Best Practice’ builder for your 
dream home and save thousands.

Building your dream or ‘forever’ home can be a 
fantastically rewarding experience. Unfortunately 
for many its a complete nightmare. Consider this 
this book your ultimate due diligence tool. 

In line with the old adage, ‘The truth will set you 
free’, we will be pulling back the curtain to share 
building industry insider knowledge and secrets. 
We cover off each of the essential stages in the 
build process from idea stage through to project 
handover and beyond.

This book will not only ensure that you find a builder 
in the top 1% of builders in your area, it will leave 
you feeling empowered and 100% certain about the 
what, who and how of building your dream home.

Well respected in the industry Adam 
Mason has over 15 years experience 
building custom family homes. A 
carpenter by trade, learning his craft 
working for custom home builders on 
large detailed homes. In 2003, while 
still a student completing year 12, 
Adam started his apprenticeship and 
completed his time with builders learning 
all the necessary skills to complete a 
house from start to finish rather than just 
the carpentry side of the build.

After completing his apprenticeship in 
2007 Adam became a self employed 
contract carpenter building new 
architecturally designed homes and 
during this time Adam completed his 
certificate 4 in construction. In Feb 
2010 Adam was issued with a QBCC 
Builders licence.

After working for other custom 
home builders Adam believed he 
could combine the best parts of the 
processes he had learned to form 
a great company of his own. Taking 
these skills he acquired during his 
time project managing multi-million 
dollar luxury homes, Adam founded 
Adam Mason Homes Pty Ltd in early 
2014. Adam and his team have worked 
closely with their clients to turn their 
dreams and ideas into reality.
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