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The Aus tr a l i an d re a m of  o wni ng  yo ur  own ho me  ca n o ft e n be 
m o r e  e a s i l y  a f f o r d e d  b y  b ui l d i ng  i t  y o ur s e l f , i f  y o u  h a v e  t h e 
time, inclination and perseverance. We're a nation of home
o wne r s , a nd  so me  o f  us f i nd a  l ot  o f  s a t is f a c ti o n in b uil d i ng o ur
o wn  ho us e s .

THE CHALLENGE AND THE SATISFACTION
Pe o p l e  h a v e  b e e n  b u i l d i n g  t h e i r  o wn  h o me s  e v e r  s i n c e  ma n  c a me  o u t  o f  t h e  c a v e . 
I t ' s  o n l y  b e e n  i n  t h e  l a s t  c e n t u r y ,  a n d  i n  b i g  c i t i e s ,  t h a t  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  h a v e  b u i l t 
f o r  t h e  p e o p l e . P r i o r  t o  t h e  1 8 5 0 s ,  i f  y o u  n e e d e d  a  h o u s e , y o u  g o t  t o g e t h e r  w i t h 
y o u r  f a m i l y ,  r e l a t i v e s ,  c l a n ,  a n d  f r i e n d s  a n d  b u i l t  i t  y o u r s e l f . 

I t  w a s  t h e  o n l y  wa y . Mo s t , s i m p l y  d i d  n o t  h a v e  t h e  r e a d y  c a s h , o r  c r e d i t , t o 
h i r e  b u i l d e r s  a n d  t r a d e s m e n .  O n l y  t h e  Ch u r c h , n o b l e s  a n d  we a l t h y  m e r c h a n t s 
c o u l d  a f f o r d  t h e  l u x u r y  o f  s i t t i n g  b a c k  a n d  h a v e  somebody else build for them.

T o d a y ,  m o r e  Au s t r a l i a n s ,  f o r  f i n a n c i a l  r e a s o n s , a n d  t h e  s a t i s f a c t i o n , a r e 
t u r n i n g  t o  b e i n g  o wn e r - b u i l d e r s .  Yo u  c a n  e v e n  g e t  a  l i c e n c e  t o  d o  s o .

Th e  t a s k  i s  n o t  a n  e a s y  o n e . Yo u 'l l  h a v e  t o  l e a r n  n e w s k i l l s ,  c h a n g e  y o u r 
l i f e s t y l e  f o r  a  f e w y e a r s , wo r k  l i k e  a  d o g  a t  t i me s , l e a r n  t o  d e a l  wi t h  t r a d e s me n 
wh o  d o n ' t  t u r n  u p  wh e n  t h e y  s a y  t h e y  wi l l , s u p p l i e r s  w h o  c a n ' t  d e l i v e r  o n  t i m e ,
w o r k e r s  w h o  ma k e  mi s t a k e s , i n s p e c t o r s  who think you've built it wrong.

Bu t  i n  t h e  e n d , y o u  w i l l  h a v e  y o u r  'o w n '  h o u s e ,  k n o w i n g  t h a t  y o u  got it built
yourself, largely the way you wanted it, and along the way you may have saved
yourself 10, 20 or even 40 per cent of the cost of p a y i n g  a  b u i l d e r  t o  d o  i t . 

I t  c a n  a l l  a d d  u p  t o  a  u n i q u e  s a t i s f a c t i o n , ' my  h o me , o n  my  l a n d , b u i l t  b y  m y 
h a n d s ' ,  ( a t  l e a s t  s o m e  o f  i t ) . 

WHERE TO START
Unlike past generations who grew up helping uncles and elder brothers build their
homes, we have to learn it all from scratch. That, i n  i t s e l f , ma k e s  i t  a l l  a  b i t  o f  a n 
a d v e n t u r e , t h o u g h  wi t h  a  f e w r i s k s  th ro wn in.

Un l i k e  t h e  a r my , t h e r e  i s  n o  f i r s t  r i g h t  s t e p .  I n s t e a d , t h e r e  a r e  t wo .  Le a r n i n g 
a b o u t  d e s i g n s ,  p l a n s ,  s p e c i f i c a t i o n s , c o s t i n g s ,  a p p r o v a l s , insurances and
contracts and learning about organising the job, work
 s c he d u l es , c as h  fl o ws , o r d er i n g , s u b co n t ra c t o rs , s up p l i er s , ge t t in g  i t o n  t h e  c h e a p ,
a n d  d o i n g  s o me  o f  t h e  wo r k  y o u r s e l f . 

I n  o t h e r wo r ds , co mb i ni n g  de s i g n wi t h b u il d i n g. I f  y o u  do n 't  g e t  them both
right, then you may end up living in a well-built, ugly h o u s e ,  o r  i n  a  b e a u t i f u l 
s h a c k . 
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YOUR OWN DESIGN
You can start with your own design using Chapter 10, or go to a b u i l d e r ' s 
d r a f t i n g  s e r v i c e ,  o r  a s k  a n  a r c h i t e c t  t o  d e s i g n  a n d  d oc umen t  i t. Wh ic he v er 
way , it 's mo r e fu n t o bu i ld  a  h ou se  wh ic h i s your own design, rather than just a
plan out of a book.

You  a ls o  n ee d  t o le a ve  y o ur se lf  so me  fl ex ib i li ty  in  t he  fi ni s hi ng  tr ad es. Bu il din g
yo ur  own h ou se tak es  ti me, a nd you r ide as ab out  th e d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  h o u s e  w i l l 
e v o l v e  a s  y o u  s e e  i t  g r o wi n g  o u t  o f  t h e  g r ou n d . Ho we ve r , y o u  wo n 't  b e  a bl e  t o
c h an g e  th e  d et a i ls  t o o mu c h, o t h e r w i s e  y o u ' l l  h a v e  t o  s u b mi t  n e w  p l a n s  t o 
C o u n c i l . 

PLANS AND SPECIFICATIONS
Dr awi n g  u p  p la n s  a n d  sp e c i fi c a t io n s  re q u ir e s  te c h n ic a l  tr a i n in g . I f  y o u 'r e  r e a l l y 
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  l e a r n i n g  t h o s e  s k i l l s , t h e r e  a r e  t e c h n i c a l  e du ca ti o n co u rs es  y o u ca n 
d o. But  th ey  us ua ll y  t ak e  a  f ew ye ar s , an d a r e  i n t e n d e d  t o  q u a l i f y  y o u  t o  e a r n  y o u r 
l i v i n g  b y  d r a f t i n g .

F o r  t h e  p u r p o s e s  o f  a n  o w n e r - b u i l d e r , i t ' s  q u i c k e r  a n d  m o r e  ef fi cie nt to  ha ve
a pl an or dr aft ing  s erv ice  ( the  ty pe  wh o s er vic e l oc al b u i l d e r s )  d r a w u p  y o u r  p l a n s 
a n d  s p e c i f i c a t i o n s . Yo u  n e e d  t h e m a t  a  s t a n d a r d  s u i t a b l e  f o r  Co u n c i l , a n d  g o o d 
e n o u g h  f o r  c o s t i n g  a n d  for building. The first requirement is more easily satisfied
than the l a s t . Fo r  c o s t i n g  y o u  wi l l  n e e d  mo r e  d e t a i l  t h a n  Co u n c i l s  a s k  f o r . Yo ur 
pl an  se rvi ce  sh oul d be abl e to adv is e y ou on  th e e xt ent  of  d eta il you require.

I f  y o u  ar e  i ne x p er i e n ce d  wit h  p la n s  an d  sp e c i fi c a t io n s , a s  y ou  pro bably will b e,
it will t ake a while to get  the h ang of  them. Learn ing to  r ead  th em, u nde rs tan d t he 
di me nsi oni ng , t he sy mbo lic -s hor t-h an ds u s e d  t o  r e p r e s e n t  ma t e r i a l s , a n d  t h e  t wo - 
d i m e n s i o n a l  w a y  t h e y  r e p r e s e n t  a  t h r e e - d i me n s i o n a l  s p a c e  o r  o b j e c t , i s  e s s e n t i a l 
t o  y o u r  s u c c e s s  a t  b e i n g  a n  o wn e r - b u i l d e r .

I t  a l mo s t  c o m e s  d o wn  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i f  y o u  c a n 't  l e a r n  t o  r e a d  plans you may
as well give up. For one thing, you'll find it very d i f f i c u l t  t o  s e t  t h e  h o u s e  o u t  o n 
t h e  l a n d .

As  a  f i r s t  s t e p , g e t t i n g  p l a n s  g o o d  e n o u g h  f o r  Co u n c i l  a n d  f o r  co st ing  fr om th e
pl an  se rvi ce  is  al l you  ne ed  at  th is  st age , as you  d on't r e a l l y  k n o w  wh e t h e r  y o u  c a n 
a f f o r d  i t .

COSTING, THE FIRST OF MANY TIMES
C o s t i n g  t h e  d e s i g n  i s  y o u r  f i r s t  i n t r o d u c t i o n  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d  o f  s u b c o n t r a c t o r s ,
s u p p l i e r s  a n d  b u i l d i n g  q u a n t i t i e s . H e r e  y o u ' l l  n e e d  help.
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Y o u  h a v e  t o  g o  t h r o u g h  e a c h  t r a d e  s e p a r a t e l y , f i n d  s o m e o n e  w h o  c a n 
m e a s u r e  t h e  q u a n t i t y  o f  m a t e r i a l s  y o u ' l l  n e e d  t o  b u y  f o r  t h e  t r a d e s me n , a n d 
w r i t e  i t  a l l  d o w n  i n  a  m a n n e r  wh i c h  ma k e s  s e n s e  t o  t h e  s u p p l i e r s  w h o  y o u  w i l l 
o r d e r  f r o m .  O r  e l s e ,  y o u  f i n d  s o m e  t e c h n i c a l  c o l l e g e  c o u r s e  w h i c h  w i l l  h e l p 
y o u  l e a r n  h o w t o  d o  t h i s . 

L o c a l  t r a d e s m e n  w h o  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  d o i n g  y o u r  j o b  m a y  b e  h a p p y  t o 
me a s u r e  t h e  ma t e r i a l s  f o r  t h e i r  t r a d e .  B u t  y o u  wi l l  n e e d  t o  c h e c k  i t  b e f o r e  y o u 
o r d e r  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  q u a n t i t i e s  a r e  r i g h t . 

Once you have the quantities it's simply a matter of getting on the p h on e  t o
s u bc o n t ra c t o rs  a nd  s u pp l i e rs , o r v i s it i n g t h e m, o r  me e t in g  t he m o n  s i t e  a n d  g e t t i n g 
q u o t e s  f o r  i t  a l l . I  s a y  s i m p l y ,  b e c a u s e  i t  r e a l l y  i s  s i mp l y  a  l o t  o f  c h a s i n g 
a r o u n d . I n  t h e  p r o c e s s  y o u 'l l  l e a r n  a t  a b o u t  h o w t h e  b u i l d i n g  i n d u s t r y  i s ,  a n d  i s 
n o t , o r g a n i s e d .

T h i s  c h a s i n g  a r o u n d  i s  b o t h  a n  e s s e n t i a l  a s p e c t  o f  l i f e  i n  t h e  i n d u s t r y ,
a n d  a  v i t a l  l e a r n i n g  e x p e r i e n c e . Th e r e  i s  n o  wa y  y o u  c a n  h o w  d o  i t  f r o m  b o o k s 
o r  s o m e o n e  t e l l i n g  y o u .  Y o u  h a v e  t o  i t  o u t  f o r  y o u r s e l f . I t 's  p a r t  o f  t h e 
a d v e n t u r e .

Y o u  n o w  h a v e  a l l  t h e  s u b c o n t r a c t o r s '  a n d  s u p p l i e r s '  q u o t e s .  C h e c k  t h a t 
t h e  s u b c o n t r a c t o r s  h a v e  n o t  a l l o w e d  t o  s u p p l y  s o me  o f  m a t e r i a l s  y o u  i n t e n d 
s u p p l y i n g ,  o r  a s s u m e d  y o u  a r e  s u p p l y i n g  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  y o u  h a v e n 't  a l l o w e d 
f o r .  I t  c a n  e a s i l y  h a p p e n .

Th e n  c o me s  t h e  a wf u l  mo me n t  o f  a d d i n g  i t  a l l  u p , a d d i n g  1 0  p e r  f o r  y o u r 
o v e r h e a d s  ( s u c h  t h i n g s  a s  i n s u r a n c e , p h o n e  b i l l , t o o l s , e t c . , a n d  t h i n g s  g o i n g 
w r o n g ) , a n d  s e e i n g  i f  y o u  c a n  a f f o r d  i t . 

I f  n o t , i t 's  b a c k t o  th e  d ra wi n g b o a rd  t o d e s ig n  a  c h e a pe r  h ou s e , o r  t o  m o r e 
c o m p e t i t i v e  t e n d e r i n g  f o r  s u b c o n t r a c t o r s  a n d  s u p p l i e r s  d e c i d i n g  h o w  mu c h 
o f  t h e  w o r k  y o u ' l l  d o  y o u r s e l f . 

Th er e  i s, o f  c o u rs e , mo r e  to  c o st i n g  t h a n j u s t t h e  a b o v e. Bo ok s  ar e  wri t t e n
a b o u t  q u a n t i t i e s ,  e s t i m a t i n g ,  a n d  p r i c i n g  f o r  b u i l d e r s .  I  s u g g e s t  y o u  h a v e  a 
l o o k  a t  a  f e w. 

As  i t  wi l l  p r o b a b l y  t a k e  y o u  b e t w e e n  t wo  a n d  f o u r  t o  f i v e  t i me s  to  b ui l d yo u r
o wn  h ome  t ha n  a  b ui l de r wou ld , y ou  wi ll  h av e  t o r ec he ck  yo ur  c os ti ng s  a s y ou  g et 
t o ea ch  st ag e . Yo u s ho ul d  a ls o a ll ow a n  i n f l at i o n  f a c to r  f or  t h e t i me y o u  t h i nk  i t 
wi ll  t a ke , s o y o u d o n 't  g e t c a u gh t  with excessive price rises on both materials and
labour.

APPROVALS AND INSPECTIONS
A concern for many owner-builders is getting both the plans and construc t i o n 
r i g h t  f o r  t h e  Co u n c i l .  F o r  r e a s o n s  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  s a f e t y  a nd  e nv i ro nme nt al  h e al th ,
t he  c on s tr uc t io n of  bu il d in gs  i s  s ub j ec t to  r e gu l a t io n . Of  s pe c i a l i mp or t a n ce  t o  t h e 
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o wne r - b ui l d e r, a re  t h os e  g ov er ni n g si n gl e- fa mil y r es id en t ia l b ui ld in g s,
a dmin is t er ed  by  t he  Co un c i l  a n d  Au t h or i t i es  c o nt r o l li n g  wa t e r, s e we r a g e, s e pt i c ,
s t or mwa t e r  d r a i n a g e , e l e c t r i c i t y  a n d  g a s .

Yo u  h a v e  n o  c h o i c e  b u t  t o  c o mp l y  wi t h  t h e m . T h e  p l a n s  y o u  p r ep a r e  f o r  yo u r 
b u il d i n g a p p li c a ti o n  mu s t  co mp l y, a n d d u ri n g  co n s t ru c t i on , t he  Cou n c i l a n d  o t h e r
a u th o r i ti e s  wi l l  r e q u ir e  n ot i f i ca t i o n  t o  i n s p e c t  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  w o r k , t o 
e n s u r e  i t  c o mp l i e s  wit h th e  r eg u la ti on s . If  it  d oe s  n ot , y ou  ma y ha v e to  p u ll  i t  d own
a nd  d o  i t  a g a i n ,  o r  a t  t h e  l e a s t  m o d i f y  i t .

G e t t i n g  o n  w e l l  w i t h  y o u r  i n s p e c t o r s  i s  a n  i mp o r t a n t  p a r t  o f  building. Find
out what they want before you start building, and c ompl y. It  ma ke s fo r  a n e as ie r
l if e. Yo u'll  ha ve  e n ou gh  di ff ic u lt ie s  a n y w a y  w i t h o u t  g e t t i n g  o n  t h e  wr o n g  s i d e  o f 
t h e  i n s p e c t o r s .

INSURANCES
As an  o wne r- b ui ld er  yo u a re  l eg a ll y r es po ns i bl e t o pr ot e ct  t h os e yo u  e mpl o y ,
p r ot e c t  t h e  pu b l ic , a nd  t h e p r o pe r t y  wh i ch  i s  b e i n g p a i d f o r  b y th e b an k, bu il di n g
s oc ie ty , c re d it  u ni o n, o r  who ev e r yo u  h av e b o r r o we d  mo n e y  f r o m.
Yo u n e e d t o  ta k e  o u t  wo r k e rs  c o mp e n s at i o n i n s ur a n c e, p u bl i c - l ia bi li t y in s ur an ce ,
a nd  i ns u ra nc e  t o co v er  t h e bu il d in g wor ks  a g ai ns t  f i r e , t h e f t , s t o r m, e t c .

Ta lk  t o  y o u r  i n s ur a n c e c o mpa n y  or  i n su r a nc e  a ge n t  ab o u t  t h i s  a n d  t a k e  t h e i r 
a d v i c e . T h e  r i s k  o f  n o t  d o i n g  s o  c o u l d  b a n k r u p t  y o u . 

CONTRACTS AND EMPLOYEES
As an  o wne r- b ui ld er  yo u wil l be  en te r in g in t o two  t yp es  of  c o nt ra ct s . On e wh e re  a 
c o mp a n y  c o n t ra c t s t o  su p p l y ma t er i a l s f o r y o u  t o  t ak e  d el iv er y  o f, or  t o d el iv e r to 
y ou r si t e, a n d on e whe re  in di vi d ua ls  or  c o m p a n i e s  c o n t r a c t  t o  p e r f o r m c e r t a i n 
wo r k  o n  y o u r  b u i l d i n g  s i t e . 

You  may a lso be come a n empl oyer, if you  hire lab our on  a day -rate basis to work
on the job. In the case of supply contracts, the c ompa ny  wi ll  of te n h av e i ts  o wn 
f or m of  co nt r ac t, s o me ti mes  o n t he  b a c k  o f  t h e  o r d e r  f o r m . R e a d  i t  c a r e f u l l y .

I n  t h e  ca s e  of  s ub c o n tr a c t or s  a nd  t r ad e s me n , ma n y  ha v e  op e r a te d  fo r all  th ei r
wo rk ing  li fe  on  th e bas is of  ve rba l agr eemen ts and  what 's sh own  on  t he pla ns , i n t he 
sp ec ifi cat io n, and  r equ ire d by the  b uil din g r e g u l a t i o n s  a n d  c o d e s .

Th er e  a re  a  nu mb er  o f  c o nt r a c ts  wh ic h  ha v e  be e n  de v e l op e d  fo r  subcontractors
by the Housing Industry Association, the Master Bui ld er s  Fed e ra ti on  an d t he 
Bui ld in g  I nd u st ry  Sp ec ia l is t Co n tr ac t or s Or ga nis ati on  of  Au st ral ia. Have  a lo ok at
th em. But ma ny tra de sme n wil l fi n d th e m co nf u si ng , t ec hn i ca l, an d ev e n
t hr ea te n in g, es pe ci a ll y if  t hey  do n't r ead  Engl ish  well . I n some t ra des , n on -En gli sh 
sp ea kin g or reading immigrants are common, e.g. Italian concretors and p la st er e rs .
The y ar e  o ft e n ex ce l le nt  tr ad es men , b ut  a  wr it te n  c on tr a ct  i s  n o t  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  w a y 
o f  d o i n g  b u s i n e s s .
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Thi s is  so me t hi ng  y o u'll  ha ve  t o  d ec i de  f or  yo ur s el f. Ch ec ki n g th e t r a d e s me n 
o u t  a g a i n s t  f o r me r  c u s t o me r s  i s  s o me t h i n g  t h a t  s h o u l d  b e c o me  s e c o n d  n a t u r e . 

The residential building industry, at the subcontract level, is run ve ry  mu ch on 
wo rd  of  mo ut h, a h an dsh ake , and  th e pro mis e of mor e wo rk  i f  y o u  do  a  g o o d  j o b .
Th e l a s t i s  so me th i n g  a n  o wn e r - bu i l d er  c an 't  of f e r , s o  tr e a d  c a r ef u l l y. Yo u'r e  in  t h e
d o ub l e  bi n d  of  n ei t h e r be in g t ech ni cal ly ex per t, an d t hus  h avi ng di ffi cul ty  kn owi ng 
wh et her  t h e  wo r k m a n s h i p  i s  u p  t o  s c r a t c h ,  a s  w e l l  a s  h a v i n g  n o  c a r r o t  o f  f u t u r e 
w o r k  t o  h o l d  o u t  a s  t h e  b a i t  f o r  g o o d  p e r f o r ma n c e . 

The  b es t  y ou  ha ve  i s  wit h ho ld in g  p ay men t, a n d ke e pi ng  a  pe rc e nta ge  (5  or  1 0
pe r cen t) of  th e s ub con tra ct  su m b ac k u nti l def ect s hav e h ad  t ime  t o s ho w up . But  5
t o 10  p e r ce n t of  a  $2 00 0 -$ 30 00  co nt r ac t is not much incentive, and the
subcontractor could easily load his p ri ce  t o  c ov e r yo ur  re ta i ne d pe r ce nt a ge ,
e sp ec ia l ly  i f  y ou r j ob  i s  o nl y o n e  o f  4 0  o r  5 0  h e  i s  d o i n g  t h a t  y e a r . 

If you become an employer, as you probably will, just to avoid so me  of  th e
ba ck bre aki ng  wo rk, n ot onl y do you  h ave  to  d eci de wh at you do about tax (talk to
your accountant), workers compensation i n s u r a n c e  ( t a l k  t o  y o u r  i n s u r a n c e 
c o m p a n y ) , b u t  a l s o  h o w  y o u ' r e  going to find the time to supervise the work, so
the employee(s) actually performs. Which leads to organising it all.

ORGANISING IT ALL
Or ga n i s in g  i t a l l i s  pa r t  of  t h e c h a ll e n ge , t he  f u n, a n d t h e  f r u st r a t io n  of building.
The better organised you are, the easier it will all go, you 'll ha ve fewer pro blems
and  the q uality  of co nstruc tion i s like ly to be  s upe rio r.

I n  o n e  r e s p e c t , b e i n g  a  b u i l d e r  i s  s i m p l y  a b o u t  b e i n g  we l l  o r ga n i s ed . Thi s  is 
wh y a c c ou n t a nt s , s o l i ci t o r s a n d  d o c t or s  wh o  a re  u se d to  o rg an is i ng  t h in gs , o ft en 
mak e qu i te  a  pr of it  by  b u yi ng  o l d ho us es and  f lat s, fi xin g t he m u p a nd  se lli ng  th em.
Th ey  ma y n ot  be  t ec hn ic a ll y c ompe te n t in  bu il di n g, b u t th ey  ar e g oo d at  o rg an is i ng ,
neg otiati ng and  contr olling  costs . To make yo ur job  go smoothly , this  i s  e x a c t l y 
wh a t  y o u  n e e d  t o  l e a r n .  Ge t t i n g  o r g a n i s e d  r e q u i r e s  a  number of  thing s:

• Th in k  t he  wh ol e  bu i l d in g  t hr o u g h, i mag i n in g  e ve r y  st a g e  o f  construction.
Visualise how each part goes together with every o t h e r  p a r t , w h i c h  t r a d e  i s 
g o i n g  t o  h a v e  t o  d o  wh a t , w h e n , a n d  w h a t  m a t e r i a l s  a n d  h e l p  w i l l  t h e y  n e e d .

• Talk to each subcontractor about how long they will need to do t he ir  p a rt  o f  t he 
j ob . So me tr a de s wi l l ne e d to  b e  o n t he  j ob  two o r t h re e  t ime s . Fo r  i n s t an c e , t h e 
p l umb e r  t o  l ay  t he  d r ai n s , t h e n  l a t e r t o ru n t he  p i pe s in  th e wal ls  a n d fi n al ly  t o 
f ix  t he  ta ps . Some c ome and go in a few days, such as the plasterboard fixers.
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• Wr it e  y ou r s e lf  o ut  a  sc h e d ul e , or  ma ke  a  b a r  ch a r t  o f  whe n  e ac h  tr a d e  wi l l  b e 
o n  t h e  jo b  a nd  whe n  mat e r i al s  n ee d  t o b e  d e l i ve r e d . Then work backwards,
allowing for delivery and order time to d e ci d e  wh e n  yo u  ha v e  to  o r de r  t he 
ma te r i a ls  a n d o r ga n i s e t h e  s u b c o n t r a c t o r s .

• Get  a  s e pa ra t e fo ld e r fo r  e ac h s ub co n tr ac to r  a nd  su pp li e r. Ke ep  a ll  yo ur  no te s,
p la ns , s ke tc h es , pa mph le t s, s pe c if ic a ti on s, qu ot e s, l et ters, etc., on each one
separate, so you don't end up in a mess of p ap er . At th e  e nd  o f  t he  jo b, y o u ma y 
h av e a f il in g  c ab in e t dr a we r f u ll  o f  f i l e s.

• Ge t  i n t o  t h e  h a b i t  o f  ma k i n g  n o t e s  o f  a l l  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  wi t h  i n sp e c t or s ,
c o nt r a c to r s , s u p pl i e r s, wh oe v e r . Ma k e s u re  y o u k e e p a  record of dates, names,
telephone numbers and addresses. Three mo nt h s  do wn  th e  li n e , y o u  ma y  h av e 
s p ok e n  to  s o  ma n y p e o pl e , yo u 'l l h a v e a  ha r d  jo b  r eme mb er i n g  i mp or t a n t
d e ta i l s .

• Ta k e  l o t s  o f  p h o t o s  o f  t h e  h o u s e  u n d e r  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  s o  w h e n  y o u 'r e  a t  h o m e 
a n d  n e e d  t o  o r d e r  s o me t h i n g , o r  t a l k  t o  s o me o n e  on the phone, you can refer
to the photograph to refresh your memory.

• Mak e yo u rs el f  a  t ra d e an d  mat er i al s c as h fl o w, s o  t ha t y ou 'l l  k no w wh e n  y o u 'l l 
n e e d  t o  h a v e  mo n e y  t o  p a y  p e o p l e . Re m e mb e r  t o  u p da t e  th e  c as h  fl o w as  t h e
j o b g e t s b e h in d  sc h e d ul e , or  p r ic e s  go  u p, o r  y o u 'll  b e  i n  f or  a  s u r p ri s e  yo u 
mi gh t n 't l i k e.

• Bui ld  i n  a  ma rg in  o f  e rr o r fo r h ow l o ng  y ou  th in k  i t wi l l ta k e. I t a lway s  t ak es 
l on ge r t ha n y ou  p la n  f or . All ow fo r h ol id ay s , th e  e nd  o f  De c e mb e r  an d  al l  o f
J a nu a r y , wh e n t h e Au s tr a l i an  b u il d i n g in du str y t ak es off  t o t he be ach . Als o a llo w
to  g ive  yo ur sel f r eg ula r h o l i d a y s , y o u 'l l  n e e d  t h e m. 

• Rea d as  ma ny  bo ok s a nd  ma ga zi ne s  o n c on st ru c ti on  an d bu i ld in g  y ou  f e el  y o u
c an  c op e  wit h . Ta lk  to  e v er yb od y  y ou  kn ow, o r ca n  fi nd , i n t he  in dus tr y, who 
wi ll  be  pa ti ent  wi th  yo ur qu est ion s. Lo ok a t  a s  m a n y  h o u s e s  u n d e r 
c o n s t r u c t i o n  a s  y o u  c a n  f i n d . 

Th in k  a bo u t  it  u nt i l  yo u  s ta r t  dr e a min g  ab o u t  i t . Or ga n i s in g  i t h a s to  b eco me
se co nd nat ur e, so th at whe n you  go  t o b ed at  ni ght  with  an  u n s o l v e d  p r o b l e m , y o u 
wa k e  i n  t h e  mo r n i n g  w i t h  a  s o l u t i o n .
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And get used to early mornings, late evenings, and weekends on the  phone . The
bui lding trades  start  work at 7 o r 7.30  a.m. If you  want t o  c a t c h  y o u r  p l u mb e r  o r 
b r i c k l a y e r ,  y o u  m a y  h a v e  t o  c a l l  b e f o r e  6  a.m. in  t h e mo rn i n g , o r  af t e r  6  p .m. a t
n i gh t . If  y o u wa nt  t o  me e t  t he m on  si te , y ou 'l l  h av e  t o se e  t he m b ef or e  y ou  go  t o
wor k in  th e mo r n i n g  o r  o n  we e k e n d s . ( Yo u 'l l  n e e d  a s  m a n y  h o l i d a y s  a s  t h e 
i n d u s t r y ,  t o  k e e p  u p  w i t h  t h e  p a c e . ) 

SUPERVISING THE JOB
Yo u a r e  t h e  su p e rv i s o r, n o bo d y  el s e . Ap a rt  f r om d e al s  o n ma t er i a ls  a nd  d oi n g so me
o f th e wor k, it  i s b y su p er vi si n g an d  o rg an is i ng  t h e jo b tha t y ou  sa ve th e 1 0 p er  ce nt
to  2 0 p er ce nt mar gi n a  bu il der  ad ds  t o  t h e  s u b c o n t r a c t o r s '  a n d  s u p p l i e r s ' p r i c e s .

Th e pri ce yo u p ay is  in  ea rl y morn in gs, la te  ni ght s, we eke nd s a nd time off work,
i.e. your time.

The  risk you ru n is o f two kinds. First ly, yo u migh tn't b e arou nd to answer a
question for a subcontractor working on the job and he d e c i d e s  t o  b u i l d  i t  o n e 
w a y  wh e n  y o u  w a n t e d  i t  b u i l t  a n o t h e r .

Sec ondly, you r un the  risk of not  rec ognisi ng, or  not k nowing , poor  wo rk ma n sh i p 
o r  ma t e ri a l s  a n d  p a y i ng  t h e s u b co n t r ac t o r b e f or e  t he  d e fe c t s  s h o w u p .

Unl es s y ou  c a n wo rk  al on g si de  y o ur  s u bc on tr a ct or s , th er e  i s l it tl e y ou  c a n do  t o 
p ro te ct  yo ur s el f ag a in st  th es e r is ks . You  c a n of  co ur se  ta ke  co urs es , b ut in  si x
mo nt hs, yo u can 't ex pec t t o lea rn al l i t t ak es a b u i l d e r  o r  a r c h i t e c t  t o  l e a r n  i n  s i x 
y e a r s . 

You  c ou l d, o f  c ou rs e , hi r e a bu i ld er  or  a rc h it ec t  t o ma k e pe r io di c i n s p e c t i o n s  a t 
k e y  s t a g e s  o f  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n , s u c h  a s : 

• excavation
• p l a c e me n t  o f  r e i n f o r c e me n t  s t e e l 
• s e t  o u t  o f  d r a i n s 
• c o mp l e t io n  o f f l oo r  f ra mi n g
• completion of wall framing or brick walls
• erection of roof framing
• i n st a l l at i o n  o f  el e c t ri c a l  wi r i ng 
• f i xi n g  of  wi nd o ws, d o or s , f l as h i n gs , wal l  bo a r d s
• finishing of taps, tiles, electrical works
• painting

Te n  i n s p e c t i o n s !  T h e  c o s t  ma y  b e  wo r t h  t h e  p e a c e  o f  mi n d ,  e sp ec ia l ly  wh en  i t
wil l pr o ba bl y  o nl y c os t y ou  t he  eq ui v al en t o f 1 t o 1 .5  p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e  c o s t  o f 
c o n s t r u c t i o n .
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De s p i t e  t h i s  a s s i s t a n c e , y o u  w i l l  s t i l l  b e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  da y- to- day 
su pe rvi sio n. Si mp ly che ck ing  th at  ma ter ia ls get  d eli ver ed  when the tradesmen need
them, seeing that temporary electricity, water and toilet facilities are on site,
checking that materials stored o n  s i t e  a r e  pr o t ec t e d  a n d  st o r e d s e c ur e l y, s e ei n g  th a t 
a l l t h e  wo r k  o f  o ne  t ra d e is  fi ni sh e d to  al lo w a no th e r to  s t ar t, ma ki ng  up  t h e da ma g e
one trade does to another's work, notifying inspectors when certain stages of the
job are ready for inspection, getting labourers on site w h e n  t h e y  a r e  n e e d e d  t o 
c a r r y ,  d i g ,  m o v e  o r  c l e a n  u p  t h i n g s ,  c h ec k i n g d e l iv e r y i n v oi c e s  t o  s ee  y o u'r e  n o t 
o v er c h a rg e d  or  s en t  t he  w r o n g  o r d e r ,  a n d  l o t s  o f  o t h e r  t h i n g s . 

I t 's  a l l p a r t o f  t h e  jo b . So me  of  i t  i s  fu n , so me  in t e r es t i n g, s ome  ted ious, some
fru strati ng, an d some  downr ight a ggrava ting. All of  it is  n ec es sa r y.

GETTING IT ON THE CHEAP
One  o f t he  p r imar y mot iv a ti on s f or  b e in g an  owne r -b ui ld e r is  to  s av e  mo n e y .
Ge t t i n g  i t  o n  t h e  c h e a p  b y  s h o p p i n g  a r o u n d , s e e k i n g  t h e  lowest subcontract
tender, using secondhand materials, building of e a rt h , do i n g  i t  yo u r s el f , ar e  a ll 
r u le s  o f t h e  g a me, r e ga r d l es s  o f t h e  r i s ks . I t's  p ar t  o f t h e  f u n  a n d  ch a l l en g e  of  i t  a l l ,
a n d i t  ca n  mak e  th e  d if fe re n ce  b e twee n s av in g  1 0 to  20  p e r ce nt  an d s av in g 2 0 to  40 
p er  c e n t ,  o r  m o r e ,  o n  t h e  j o b . 

It 's  al l a  q ues tio n of hav in g t he ti me, in cl ina tio n, an d s hr ewd nes s to ma k e  i t 
wo r k . I t ' s  o n e  o f  t h e  m e a s u r e s  o f  b e i n g  a  s u c c e s s f u l  o wn e r - b u i l d e r ,  a n d  a  s k i l l 
y o u  s h o u l d  p r a c t i s e  h a r d  a t . 

DOING SOME OF THE WORK YOURSELF
Th is  c a n b e  on e  of  y o ur  b e st  wa ys  o f  s a v in g  mon e y , g e t t in g  j ob  s a t i s f a c t i o n , a n d 
d o i n g  y o u r  b a c k  i n .

I f yo u h av e t he  wil l , th e  p ra ct i ca l t ur n of  mi nd , t he  f a ci li t y wi th  manual skills,
and the time, it's a great pleasure to know 'you built t h a t , a n d  i t  l o o k s  g o o d '. I t 's 
t h e  p r i d e  o f  o wn i n g  t h e  e n d  r e s u l t s  o f  y o u r  l a b o u r s . 

Bu t be car ef ul of yo ur bac k. Le arn  h ow to li ft pro pe rly . You  do n't  want to end up
being a worker's compensation case with no employer to claim against. Building
is heavy labour and involves other risks, such as falling off ladders, scaffolding
and framing, having bricks, timber or roof tiles dropped on your head, cutting
fi ng ers , h an ds and  f eet  wi th  sa ws an d c his el s, bur ni ng you rs elf  wi th  a s ol de ri n g ir o n
o r we ld i ng  e q ui pmen t  o r e le ct ro c ut in g  y ou rs e lf . You  wan t  t o f in is h y ou r h ou se  i n 
o ne  p ie c e, a n d yo u d on 't  wa nt  a n yo ne  i n j u r e d  o n  t h e  j o b ,  s o  p a y  a t t e n t i o n  t o 
s a f e t y .
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Als o, d o n't d o th e wor k a  l ic en s ed  p l umbe r, g as fi tt e r or  el ec tr i ci an  s h o u l d  d o .
Th e r e  a r e  g o o d  r e a s o n s  wh y  t h e s e  t r a d e s  a r e  l i c e n s e d . The y in v ol ve  sa fe ty  an d
h ea lt h, yo ur  he al th  an d s af et y. Be si d es , it 's aga inst t he law, and you ru n risk s of
pen alties , not to men tion r isks t o h e a l t h  a n d  l i f e ,  i f  m i s t a k e s  a r e  ma d e . 

SETTING THE JOB OUT
Getting the measurements right at the beginning is critical. The b ui ld in g  mus t  n ot 
e nc ro ac h  o n a n ad jo i ni ng  pr op er t y or  an y of  th e Co un c i l  b u i l di n g  a l i g nme n t s, o r 
h e ig h t  li mi t s.

One  way o f gett ing it  right  is to  hire a surv eyor t o set it out  for y ou. Ma n y 
b u i l d e r s  d o  j u s t  t h i s , t o  a v o i d  t h e  r i s k  o f  m a k i n g  s e t - o u t  m i s t a k e s .  I t  i s  p r o b a b l y 
w o r t h  t a k i n g  a  l e a f  o u t  o f  t h e i r  b o o k s .

WHAT'S UNDER THE GROUND
You  won't  know what's  under  the g round until you ex cavate  and t hen y o u  ma y  h a v e 
t o  c h a n g e  t h e  f o u n d a t i o n  d e s i g n . 

Th er e may be  un exp ec ted  ro ck , f loa ti ng roc ks , p ock et s o f c la y, or d e e p e r  a r e a s 
o f  e a r t h  b e f o r e  y o u  r e a c h  s a t i s f a c t o r y  b e a r i n g  s t r a t a .

I t's al l  p ar  fo r th e  c ou r se . Of t en  b u il de rs  qu ot e  f ou nd a ti on  wo rk  a s  a  p r o v i s i o n a l 
s u m ,  o r  r o c k  e x c a v a t i o n  a t  a  r a t e  p e r  c u b i c  m e t r e . 

Yo u s h o ul d  b e e q ua l l y  p r e p ar e d .

IT SEEMS TO GO ON FOREVER
S o m e t i me s  b u i l d i n g  a  h o u s e  s e e ms  t o  g o  o n  f o r e v e r , a n d  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a p p e a r 
t o  g a n g  u p  o n  y o u  a l l  a t  t h e  s a me  t i me .

Fo r t h e  o wn e r- b u il d e r , b o u ts  o f  e x c i te me nt  a n d s a t is f a c ti o n  ca n  a l t e r n a t e  wi t h 
f r u s t r a t i o n  a n d  d e p r e s s i o n .  Pa t i e n c e  a n d  p e r s e v e r a n c e  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  i n g r e d i e n t s 
t o  s e e  i t  t h r o u g h  t o  t h e  e n d .

An d the n, of  co urs e, yo u c an  ba sk in  th e s at isf act io n t hat  i t's  yo ur  h ou se , y ou r
d es ig n, bu il t  y ou r way , a nd  a t a  p ri c e we ll  be lo w wha t y o u wo u ld  h a ve  p ai d  a 
b u il d e r .


