Do the homework before you sign on a contractor’s ‘dotted line’

magine yourself looking for a contractor to help
with your next remodeling project. Where do you
turn? What’s the first step? Who do you trust?

The answer is in your homsework before you
sign on the dotted line. Say you’re planning on re-
modeling your bathroom. You want to make sure
that the contractor is a reputable businessman or
businesswoman. One place to find out about a con-
tractor is by checking with the Better Business Bu-
reau.

““The most important thing that you should do
when hiring a contractor is to do your home-

said. ‘‘Most cities, towns and counties have estab-
lished them. They vary considerably from one juris-
diction to another. A building permit generally is
required whenever structural work is involved or
when the basic living area of the home is to be
changed. A professional who works in your city or
town every day should know the local requirements.

““Do not obtain your own building permit,”” Cal-
laghan warned. ‘‘In most jurisidictions, the individ-
ual obtaining the permit is considered to be the
contractor and therefore, liable if the work does not

it, provided it was solicited at some place other than
the contractor’s place of business or appropriate
trade premises — your home, for instance.”

When it comes to warranties, you need to have
something in writing. A reputable contractor will
provide one without you asking for it.

“Make sure that financial terms are understood
and described in the contract,” Callaghan said. “The
total price, payment schedule and any cancellation
penalty should be clear. Do not give large deposits,
unless special order materials are required. Most

professional contractors will work with a pre-

work,”” said David Weiss, president of the
BBB’s Cleveland office. ““You simply can’t
bring someone in just based on the lowest bid
and hope for the best. The homework is not
that dramatic, but you need to get two or three
referencesw. Follow up with those references.
Whether the job was done on time, whether
they were professional, were there any prob-
lems after the work was completed, whether
they cleaned up properly.

““You certainly want to make sure that they
are properly registered with your municipal-
ity,”” Weiss said. ‘‘you don’t want some yo-
yo who has you going to get the (building)
permit, and then you’re on the line for the
work when they don’t do it correctly.

“You want to call organizations like the
Better Business Bureau to give you a good
idea how well the company has serviced the
previous customers. They should be members
of a meaningful remodelers association like
Professional Remodelers of Ohio which has
ethical standards and, most importantly, mon-
iters them,”” Weiss said.

Getting competitive bids from several con-
tractors will allow you to see what each has to
offer the project. You’d be surprised how dif-
ferent contractors can be. Some will paint
themselves as craftsmen, while others will
present an image of ‘‘Let’s get dirty’” worker
bees. You want to make sure of the kind of
contractor you’re hiring.

““‘If you solicit bids from several different
contractors, be sure they are all bidding on
the same scope and quality of work,”” said
Brenda Callaghan, executive director of Pro-
fessional Remodelrs of Ohio. ‘‘Discuss the
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determined payment schedule based on the
size of the job and the stages in which the
work will be completed.

“A warranty covering materials and work-
manship for a minimum of one year should be
written into the contract. The warranty must
be identified as either full or limited. The
name and address of the party who will honor
the warranty (contractor, distributor or man-
ufacturer) must be identified. Make sure the
time period for the warranty is specified,”
Callaghan said.

Another service that consumers may want
to check out is Angie’s List, a national firm
that provides an “all for one, one for all”
strength to consumer protection.

“We’re totally unique,” said Eric Eckman
of Angie’s List. “When we say we have a
member, it’s a homeowner or a consumer and
not a business. That’s who we’re working for.
They pay a fee to be a member. Companies
don’t pay a fee to be added to the list. The
data is compiled by gathering customer satis-
faction reports from our members, and com-
piling them.

“We also have a service that if they have a
problem with a service provider we will try
and get it resolved for them,” Eckman said.
“That carries a lot of weight because we’ve
got over 15,000 members in northeast Ohio.
If we’re contacting a particular company, that
carries more weight than if one person com-
plained on his/her own. One of the primary
benefits is they know they’re being watched if
they are on the list.”Nate Coffman, executive
officer of the Home Builders Association of

differences in the bids. For example, what
specific products are being used? This includes size,
color, model and name brand. Beware of any bid
that is substantially lower than the others,”’

There’s also the question of building codes. Your
contractor should be well versed in the specific
building codes for each municipaltiy in which he or
she may be working. It’s something that becomes
second nature to contractors, but you have to make
sure they are seasoned professionals who know the
different cities’ and towns’ building departyments.

“Don’t forget about building codes,”’ Callaghan
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comply with local building codes.

““Be sure your contract includes the contractor’s
name, address and phone number. Detail what the
contractor will and will not do. A well-written con-
tract is essential. The contract should include the ap-
proximate start date and completion dates. Study all
required plans carefully.

“Check for the Right of Recision,” Callaghan
said. “Federal law requires a contractor to give you
written notice of your right to, without penalty, can-
cel a contract within three business days of signing
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Greater Cleveland, said that consumers
should place their trust in organizations like
the HBA, PRO and BBB.

“This applies to hiring any contractor,” Coffman
said. “Whether it’s an electrician, plumber or
landscaper, it’s important to find out if they’re a
member in good standing of the trade organization
for that profession.

“What’s also important is to get references and to
be diligent in following up on those references.
We’re looking at statewide licensing in our industry,
but it’s not there yet,” Coffman said.
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