Choosing a Builder

Introduction
Choosing a builder can be a daunting task, but it needn’t be.  This easy to use guide will take you through the process step-by-step, helping you appoint the right person for the job.

As well as selecting the right builder, maintaining an effective relationship is very important, both during and after the period of work.  This guide will also provide valuable information on how to deal with any complications which may arise.

Finding a builder

There are a number of ways to go about finding a builder.
For small domestic work, we recommend using Trustmark. 
TrustMark is a joint industry and government initiative designed to help the public find reputable tradesmen.  Registered firms must meet consistently high standards although a clear complaints procedure is in place should anything go wrong.  More information can be found at: www.trustmark.org.uk, or by calling Consumer Direct on 08454 04 05 06.
---
Recommendations from family and friends can be useful, but you still need to check that the builder they used is suitable for the type of work you have planned.

Yellow pages and other local directories can provide a list of building firms in your area, but these sources provide no guarantee of quality.  You need to be cautious – do not always believe what adverts say.

Some local councils hold details of reputable building firms – check the website of your local council or contact them by phone.

For larger building works the Chartered Building Company/Consultancy (CBC) scheme run by the CIOB helps you to find an accredited building company or consultancy in your area.  Visit the website at www.cbcscheme.org.uk or telephone 01344 630743 for more information.

Be wary of tradesmen knocking on your door, particularly if they want to sign you up to an agreement on the spot.  By the same token, adverts that come through your door should also be viewed with caution, especially if they only have a telephone number as a point of contact.  A reputable firm should give the address and telephone number of an office or headquarters.
Choosing a Builder
If you are using TrustMark to find a builder for your domestic work, access the website (www.trustmark.org.uk) or call Consumer Direct on 08454 04 05 06 for further information.  
TrustMark provides all the information and advice you will need in a clear, practical way and will guide you through the entire process of appointing a builder, from advice in the early stages to finding a list of local registered firms.

If however, TrustMark is not a suitable resource for the work you would like to have done, you will need to compile a list of possible tradesmen.

Once you have drawn up a list of potential builders, there are several things you can look out for to help you make a choice and distinguish reputable firms from ‘cowboys’.  

Membership of the TrustMark scheme is an instant indication of a firm’s reliability and reputation, but should be confirmed by contacting the relevant Scheme Operator.

Other signs of a reputable firm include membership of professional bodies, or schemes such as Considerate Constructors or the CIOB’s Chartered Building Companies/Consultancies (CBCs).  In many cases, these will provide you with some assurance that work will be carried out to a high standard and that there is a clearly-defined complaints process in case of any problems.  However, you should still be cautious.  Contact whichever Trade Association or Professional Body the builder/firm is a member of to confirm the currency of membership as well as the rights afforded to you by the scheme.

Draw up a clear work specification and check relevant building regulations with your local council before you begin looking for your builder.   This will be dependent on the size of the job you have planned, large works may require plans.  Work specifications should describe the type of work to be carried out and what you will require the builder to be responsible for e.g. clearing the site after work, removing rubbish etc.  You could also include an indication of timescales and budgets.  

Always ask for references, these should be checked to ensure that they are genuine.  Ideally, you should be able to visit recently completed work and talk to the owners if possible.  Click here for a checklist of questions to ask them [links to another CIOB page with grid/list].
Obtain at least three written quotes from different builders – do not always choose the cheapest.  Make sure that all quotes reflect the same work specification in terms of materials, site clearance, time scale etc.  Make certain that these are fixed quotes rather than estimates which are subject to change.

Check with your district council planning office whether planning permission is required.   Many council websites have further information and online enquiry forms. 

Before making a final decision, ensure that you have asked your builder/s the following questions:

· What types of project have they worked on before?
· How long have they been in business?
· Do they have premises you can visit?
· Do they have membership of Professional Body/Trade Association?  If so, ring the organisation to check that the builder is really a member and ask about the kind of assurances that offers you e.g. protection if anything goes wrong.
· Is their work guaranteed?  Is this guarantee insurance-backed so that you are still covered if the builder goes out of business?
· What is the expected timeframe for the work and what are you entitled to if this deadline is not met?
· Price – make sure you know what is and isn’t included e.g. any extra materials required.
· Are they signed up to Considerate Constructors scheme?
· Will they agree to independent arbitration in case of any dispute?
Appointing a Builder
By using a TrustMark-registered firm, you can be sure the contractor has gone through rigorous checks and meets high standards set by the government.

Information to ask for in all instances, whether using TrustMark or not:

· Full contact details – not just a mobile number

· Public liability insurance

· VAT number

· Proof of recognised qualifications e.g. Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS) card, S/NVQs, Trustmark membership

Agree on a payment process.
For example pre-agreed instalments according to the progress of the work.  It may also be wise to include a retention instalment which would be paid at a specified time (e.g. one month) after the completion of the work.  This allows you time to discover any defects in the work and also provides an incentive for the builder to fix any problems promptly.

Draw up a works contract, appropriate to the type of work being carried out.  

A range of these are available from CIOB Construction Books Direct, online at www.constructionbooksdirect.com, and cover most types of building work.  The contract will cover the full scope of the work, the responsibilities of each party, all financial considerations, insurance and procedures in case of disputes.  Any ‘local agreements’ such as use of washing/toilet facilities and rubbish disposal can also be specified at this point.  
It may also be useful to clarify when both parties will be available on-site.  This will make communication easier, and it will be clear when any issues can be discussed face-to-face.

In terms of payment, be aware that deposits should not be required unless specific or custom-made materials are requested.  All payment instalments should be agreed in writing before work starts and it should never be the case that the whole amount is paid upfront.
What You Should Expect
Your builder should be happy to answer any questions as the work progresses so make sure that you are well-informed and are happy with each stage of the process.  
It is better to flag up any problems as they arise than to complain when the work has been completed.

Keep a record of all correspondence and a diary of events, taking notes on progress and listing any problems.

Notify your builder of problems as soon as they arise – make clear your expectations for how/when you would like them dealt with.  Agree with the builder what changes this will mean to the original planned works, adjustments to timescales and whether this will result in additional costs.
Remedial Action/Complaints
By using a TrustMark-registered builder, in the unlikely event of a dispute, you would have access to professional support and advice.  Due to its links with Consumer Direct, TrustMark is able to provide clear, practical advice about your rights at all stages of the project.
If however, you experience problems and have chosen not to use TrustMark, in the first instance, talk to your builder and give them a chance to put any problems right.  
If this fails write to the head office of the company if possible.  Be clear on exactly what the problem is, what you want done and any deadlines.

If the problem is serious it may be worth getting an expert opinion.  This is likely to cost you more but may be useful later on if you need to take legal action.

If you are paying for the work in stages it may be possible to delay or withhold payment until the problem is resolved.  Check your contract carefully before you do this to ensure that you are not breaking your part of the agreement.

If the builder belongs to a Trade Association/Professional Body they may have a complaints scheme.  If you are unable to resolve the complaint in a satisfactory fashion, you should contact the appropriate body for guidance. 

Contact your local Trading Standards office or Citizens’ Advice Bureau for further advice if you are considering taking legal action against a builder.  Contact details can be found below.

Other sources of information:

http://www.direct.gov.uk/Dl1/Directories/LocalCouncils/AToZOfLocalGovernment/fs/en?CONTENT_ID=10010816&chk=h7rYm6 - A-Z of local county council websites

www.citizensadvice.org.uk/ - Local CAB
www.trustmark.og.uk - Trustmark
www.uk-builder.com/  - advice for builders and clients

www.houseprofessionals.com/  - can help you find a builder in your local area

www.oft.gov.uk - Office of Fair Trading website

http://www.consumerdirect.gov.uk/ - consumer protection information

http://www.tradingstandards.gov.uk/ - further information on your legal rights

 www.cbcscheme.org.uk/cbcscheme/ - Chartered building companies/consultancies

www.considerateconstructorsscheme.org.uk - Considerate Constructors Scheme

www.cscs.uk.com - Construction Skills Certification Scheme

