Here we are in February—the month where many of us begin to tire of winter and daydream of warm, sunny spring days.     As we are spending more time inside our homes, this is a great time to start planning your home repair or renovation projects.   It’s funny, at our house, it seems the Holy Spirit always begins pointing out home repair projects at this time of year.   In fact, there was time in our lives when it seemed that every time we finished one project, He had His eye on another part of our home that needed some tender, loving care.  
            In reality, it was simply a matter of numbers.   Every part of your home is designed and constructed to last a certain number of years.   After 25 years, the windows and doors, roof and floors all needed attention.   This is common in any home.   Eventually, things wear out and either need replaced or repaired.    It’s all a part of being a good steward of the home God has given you.   
           For our family, repairing our home began at the same time that we began living on a budget.   In fact, only 2-3 months after we paid off our debt, our garage door needed to be replaced.   It was over 20 years old and waterlogged.   The gentleman from the garage door company said he couldn’t save it, and we had to replace it.   That’s how our journey into the wonderful world of home repairs began.   Since then we’ve replaced windows, doors, floors, kitchen cabinets, toilets, bathtubs.   You name it—we’ve fixed it or replaced it.   
Like I said before, all of these home repairs had to be incorporated into our new budget.     I’ll be honest, it wasn’t easy learning how to make home repairs while sticking to a budget and living within our means—but it can be done.   In this article, I’ll share with you some of the things we learned to help you make home repairs on a budget.  
1.  Count the Cost.  
           Before starting a home repair project, you need to sit down and figure out how much the project will cost.   This may include getting bids from contractors and pricing materials.   When you’re estimating costs don’t forget to include things like disposal fees for the items you are replacing, delivery charges for materials, and the tax you must pay for the materials.  
            After you have counted the cost, you need to take an honest look at your budget to determine where you are getting the money to pay for the repairs.   In our family, we made it a principle to avoid going into debt for home repair projects.   We did our best to find other ways to pay for the repairs.  Some of the ways we paid for repairs were:
            ---Tighten the family budget for a month or two.    When we had a project that needed done, we examined our budget to see where we could cut back until the project was completed.   Maybe we delayed buying clothing for a few months and put that allotment toward the project, or we refrained from restaurants and special treats and put our spending allowance toward the repair budget.  I don’t know your personal budget, but I am sure if you prayerfully examined your budget you would find places that you could cut back for a short period of time to make the necessary repairs to your home.   Remember to keep it in perspective, that for many of us, our home is our greatest investment.    Isn’t it worth cutting back on our lifestyle for a few months to protect something that is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars?  
            ---Save the money before you start the project.   If the repair isn’t urgent, than put a certain amount of money aside every month until you have enough to pay for the project in cash.  
            ---When cutting back didn’t cover the cost of the home repair, we would dip into our savings account to make the repair.   However, whenever we did this, we always made the commitment to pay ourselves back just like we would if we’d borrowed the money from a bank.    We set up a payment schedule that fit into our budget, and we devoted ourselves to sticking to the schedule.   
           This is a good idea if you can discipline yourself and your family to pay the money back to your savings account.   The benefits are that you avoid interest payments, and you avoid the risk of going into default on a bank loan should a life altering emergency occur.   However, the method does require self-control and discipline.   You need to be prepared to cut back on your monthly spending until you have replenished your savings account.   Still, if you are committed to your payment schedule, borrowing from yourself is a much better alternative than borrowing from a bank or putting the project on a credit card. 
            ---Finally, there were a few times when we did take advantage of a payment plan like 6 months same as cash or 12 months same as cash.   However, I do not recommend this unless you have a savings account that you can dip into should you not have the money to pay the bill by the time the promotional period is over.  Why?   Because after your 6 or 12 months is up, the interest rate will skyrocket!     You could pay 15-20% or more in interest fees.   In this economy, this is not a good idea.   
           As a family, we were able to take this option because my Mom was meticulous about paying off debt as soon as possible.  She would cut the family budget to the bare bones before she would pay interest fees.   As I said before, we only used this option sparingly and we always had a payment schedule that paid off the debt before any interest accrued.   Only you can decide if your family has the discipline to take this risk.  
           No matter which option you choose, you need to sit down and make a plan for how much the project will cost and how you will pay for it.   UNLESS IT IS AN EMERGENCY (like your roof just caved in or your furnace stopped working) DO NOT GO INTO DEBT OR ADD TO YOUR HOME EQUITY LOAN.    Find the money in your budget, even if you have to eliminate all luxuries and cut back on necessities.    I know it seems difficult now, but when the project is completed and paid for you will be glad you chose to make the sacrifice.  
#2     After you count the cost—add 20%.  
           It’s a basic rule of home repairs, no matter what you think you are going to spend, budget 20% more.   Ultimately, something will cost more or you will discover an unexpected problem.    Adding 20% to your budget should cover most over-run fees.  
#3     Do it yourself—even if you can only do part of the job, this will save you tremendous money on labor.
           This tip will save you the most money on home repairs.   In fact, you could see your costs drop by over 50%.  When we began our home repairs, we had contractors come and bid on the work that needed to be done.   Soon it became apparent that sacrifices had to be made somewhere.   We either pitched in as a family to do the work ourselves, or our standard of living tightened drastically.   We chose to become do-it-yourselfers.   
           Let me be honest, when we started out, I knew nothing about home repairs.   Truthfully, I didn’t really want to learn.  However, the cost differences between doing the projects ourselves and hiring someone were too dramatic to ignore.   That’s when I learned to paint, drywall, hang siding, install windows and doors, wallpaper, and tear out and replace floors.  With a little research and a lot of hard work, we were able to do 80% of the work our home needed by ourselves.   (We didn’t do our own roof, and we hired an electrician and plumber)   Otherwise, we learned how to do it, and saved thousands of dollars.
  For example, we have friends who installed their kitchen at the same time we installed ours.   They hired someone to do the work, and we did it ourselves.   On average, they spent $20,000 more than we did.   Learning to do it yourself pays off!  
           Even if you can’t do the entire project yourself, anything you can do will save you money.    Several times we’ve hired contractors to do the really technical work while we did the demolition, dry walling, and painting ourselves.   When it comes to home repairs, time is money.   You either pay for their time and labor, or you save your money and do it yourself.   
#4     Buy the materials yourself.  
Contractors charge a fee for purchasing materials for you.   You can save money if you go to Lowe’s or Home Depot and purchase the materials yourself.   
Another benefit we found to this tip is that you choose what materials they use in your home.   Sometimes contractors try to cut corners by purchasing cheaper, lower grade materials.   The average homeowner trusts their contractor and doesn't know the difference.  However, there is a big difference.   Construction grade materials are usually of a lesser quality and will have a lower warranty.   They are intended to wear out faster.    By going to the store and researching materials like doors, windows, floor coverings, etc you can make sure you are investing in quality materials that will last a long time.  After all, you don’t want to be repeating this project in 5 years!
5.      Shop around for materials.
           I know this may seem time-consuming, but shopping around for materials will save you a lot of money.    When we were replacing insulation we were very surprised to see the differences in price from store to store.   You can really cut your costs by making a few phone calls or checking the internet to compare prices.   
           Another benefit to shopping around for materials is that you learn about the product you are buying.   That’s how we found out about the different grades of doors and windows.   Instead of paying top dollar for a low quality item, comparison shopping allows you to pay less for high quality items. 
6.      If you can’t do a job yourself, get several different bids from several different contractors.   
You’d be surprised how much bids can vary, so have several contractors come to your home and compete for the job.   Don’t always go with the highest or lowest bid.   Listen carefully to each one’s assessment of the repair job and how he intends to fix it.    If you aren’t familiar with the contractor or his work, ask for references.     Remember: you are paying him a lot of money to work on your greatest investment.   Meet several contractors and compare their work, their references, and their bids.    Don’t forget to pray before hiring any contractor.  
7.      Never hire a contractor without a signed contract.   
Without a contract that specifies exactly how much the job will cost, a contractor can charge you anything when the job is over.    This is a lesson I learned from my Mom and Dad.   They were in their early 20’s when they built our home.   A few years later, they added on a garage.   In their youthful immaturity, they didn’t make their builder sign a contract.  When the job was over, he went way over budget and they were stuck paying for his mistakes.   Because of this experience, they taught us to NEVER hire a contractor without a detailed, signed contract.    Without a contract, you have no recourse if a contractor goes over budget, quits in the middle of a job, or does the work haphazardly.   Always, always, always get a signed contract. 
  
8.      Don’t buy cheap materials or take short cuts —buy quality which will keep you from doing it over in the long run.
            This is a lesson we learned the hard way.  When we were growing up, my Dad insisted that he have complete control over the family finances.    Whenever a home repair needed done, he insisted that we go the cheapest way possible so that he would not have to make the financial sacrifices needed to do the repairs right.   The result---we did the same projects over and over and over again.   Cheap projects and short cuts are just band aids that cover problems.   They don’t fix them.   
           After our financial crisis, we started living on an open, family budget, and Mom insisted that we start doing things right.  This included going the extra mile and using quality materials and doing quality work when we did home repairs.   Take for instance, our waterlogged garage door.   For years before, we’d been repairing and repainting the garage door.  When it again started having problems, my Dad’s answer was “Let’s repaint it.”   
But making it look better didn’t solve the problem.   It was time to replace it with a new, high-quality garage door that was guaranteed to last for many, many years.   It has been over 10 years since we made the decision to stop taking the cheap way out and fix the door.  It works great and there are no signs we will need to repeat that project.    So please, learn from our example, don’t throw your money away taking the cheap, easy way out.   You are wasting money and will need to do the job over again.  Do the job right the first time.   
9.      Avoid the trap of overbuying luxury or overpriced supplies.
           Ahhh…this is an easy trap to fall into when you’re doing home repairs.   Let’s say you’re remodeling your bathroom.    You know the Holy Spirit is leading you to replace your worn out tub, toilet, and sink.   Your plumbing doesn’t work and your ventilation is a joke.   It’s time to protect your investment and make changes.  So you begin to plan your project.
            I can guarantee that the temptation to overspend and overbuy is just a showroom away.   I’ve been there.   As soon as you walk into the store, you will see displays of beautiful of Jacuzzi tubs and showers designed with imported tiles.    They will have beautiful double vanities with marble or granite tops and absolutely gorgeous fixtures.    As you shop, you will need to be on your guard that you don’t fall into the trap of confusing luxury with necessity.  
            In reality, you need to remodel your bathroom.   As a good steward of God’s money, you should always buy high quality materials.  However, it is wrong to go beyond your budget to buy luxuries.   I totally understand the temptation, but God’s principles for money management tell us that we need to live within our means.     We need to buy what we need and what our budget allows us to afford, not act like children in a toy store purchasing everything we want no matter the cost.   This is how we go over budget and into debt.   It’s a trap many people fall into.   It is best avoided by being aware of the temptation and determining ahead of time to avoid it.  
10.    Remember maintenance costs when you are designing or purchasing new items.  
            This goes hand in hand with point #9.   When we are purchasing materials or planning a remodeling project we need to consider the cost of maintaining our new designs.   Can you afford the additional cost to your electric or gas bill?  Will you need to spend money on a monthly or semi-annual basis to fix, repair or maintain your purchase?     Sometimes we use a financial windfall or tax rebate to purchase a luxury item, only to find that we have great difficulty incorporating the upkeep or maintenance that item requires in our monthly budget.  Count the entire cost before finalizing your plans.
11.     Look for things like “truck sales” or factory overrun sales.  
Here’s an idea for to consider when planning your home repair project. Look for overstock or factory overrun sales on expensive items.    I do not recommend buying slightly imperfect construction products, but if Home Depot has too many of a discontinued tile, it might fit perfectly in your house.  
               Carpet remnants fall into this category.   When we were remodeling our bedrooms, we found beautiful, high quality carpet remnants.     After installing this carpet in an upscale home, there were large pieces of carpet leftover.   These remnants were larger than our room sizes, so we purchased this high-end carpeting at discount prices.  The carpeting was beautiful and lasted for years.  
Here’s another example:  we live in a brick house, and only Anderson windows fit in the openings.   One way that we saved money was purchasing our replacement windows during what Anderson calls a “truck sale”.   Two or three times a year, our local Anderson dealer places a large order of Anderson windows.  If you purchase your windows during this time frame, you get a significant discount on new, first-quality windows.   Taking advantage of sales like this will keep your home repair costs down. 
               Perhaps purchasing overrun, discontinued, or leftover materials could help you lower the costs of your home repair budget.  Our rule of thumb is this:   If it isn’t damaged, it still carries the original warranty, and we really like the product, there is nothing wrong with buying something on sale.    
14.      Doing proper home maintenance may help you delay  repairs and replacements later.
               This final rule may be the most important way to be a good steward of what God has given you and avoid major repair and replacement costs.   If you properly maintain your home, things will last longer.    Isn’t that what parents have been teaching their children for ages, “If you take care of your things, they will last longer.”?      
               In a practical sense, what does this mean?   Well, are you keeping your home clean with a regular cleaning schedule?  Are you having your furnace and chimney cleaned on a regular basis?   Is someone cleaning your home’s gutters yearly to avoid drainage problems?   Are you fertilizing your lawn?     Are you keeping up with maintenance projects like painting, caulking around windows and doors, having you’re A/C system or water softening system serviced?   Avoiding the day to day, month to month maintenance issues will cause things to wear out faster and need to be replaced more frequently.  In the long run, a 5 or 10 minute maintenance job could save you hundreds or even thousands of dollars in the long run.  
                These are some of things that we learned over many years of making home repairs while living on a budget.   I hope you find them useful the next time you are planning a renovation project.   If you have any ideas for that would help others “Live Within Their Means” please write us and share at contact@awellroundedwoman.com.   Come back next month as we discuss more ways to live life on a budget.  
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