
Real Construction Costs in Costa Rica.

June 17th, 2010 - A large portion of the confusion lies with the information disseminated

on the internet and the out and out ÒliesÓ that are passed on to consumers.

I have seen exactly the same type of construction represented by one developer with literally

a ÒcaptiveÓ audience quote prices of $185 per sq. foot and I have seen knowledgeable builders

here quote approximately a third of that price.

Why the disparity? Well, part of the reason is that the system of construction ( and a lot of other things!)

is not transparent.

Ticos know more about construction in Costa Rica because they have grown up with it AND because

they know who they can trust. We donÕt.And because we donÕt have the backgroundAND because

there is no local or national oversight and regulation of constructionÉ

it is nearly impossible to tell what is reality.

I have seen Ticos (Costa Ricans) who swear that they can build for the equivalent of $20 per sq. foot

and yet you will get a finished product which will not even equal a decently built treehouse or bodega

in the States or Canada. You are talking: low grade wiring, no 220V, no hot water, small rooms,

perhaps 71/2 or 8 foot ceilingsÉ walls of a thin Fibrolit ( like a concrete board), poorly constructed

septic system, and all material of as low priced material as possible.

Sure, it can get done for $20 per sq. foot, but most of us would not want to live there.

And on the other handÉthe sky is almost the limit when it comes to Ògringo styleÓ homes because

most of us really donÕt know what reality really is. It is a simple matter of most of us being

Òfish out of waterÓ or simply trusting that all will turn out because, after all,

ÒTicos are such trustworthy people.Ó Well, some are and some arenÕt.

DonÕt gamble your hard earned money on someone you ÒthinkÓ is trustworthy.Ó

Rhonda and I do not consider ourselves necessarily brighter than most people who come down

here and yet we have been able to do pretty well when it comes to decent construction pricing

and performanceÉ and we have seen people that have definitely more intelligence than we doÉ

get completely taken advantage of by contractors here. And we have seen Ticos in exactly

the same situationsÉ

Òso, it is worth it then to even attempt to build your own house?Ó

Well, let me give you a few examples:

This is our first house that we built not quite 8 years ago.

Our construction costs were $38,500.

Approximately 1600 sf, with tuckunder garage and outdoor storage and bodegaÉ



two acres of land.

NowÉ architectural fees and landscaping costs were NOT included but was construction only .

Randy and Rhonda's First Costa Rican Home

This is our second house:

Over 2400 sq. feet of home, granite, dishwasher, custom woodwork and cabinetry,

plastic rather than metal tiles on the roof, basically upper endÉthis house was built

4 years ago for a cost of well under $100,000.

Again, no architectural fees ( we have learned how to shave almost 80% of this cost

without any sacrifice in quality ) and no landscaping or utility costs.

And remember, this was at the height of the boom here and construction people

were difficult to find.



Randy and Rhonda's Second Home

This is the cabina that we built while building house number

two.

It is nearly all wood, except for the foundation.

Two level and almost 1800 sq. feet of space.

It is extremely comfortable and I really hated to move out when

our house was readyÉ

we ended using it as a guest house.

Cost : around $40,000.

This is constructed out of wood and concreteÉ

the wood was freshly cut and harvested by us because wood is

difficult to find and

almost impossible to buy Òright off the shelf.Ó

This reminds me of a northern Minnesota cabin.

Basic and comfortable.



SoÉ if you are interested in buildingÉbut want to avoid being taken, what should you do?

Inside Randy and Rhonda's New Home

Here are a few pointers:

1. Ask other expats in the area who they would recommendÉand ask the builder to see samples of his work.

Ask how many Ògringo styleÓ homes he has built.This is not a huge drawback, but you can bet

that if the builder has only done Tico style, he will not know what is a good hot water heater isÉ



he will not know that gringos like Òlarger than normal roomsÓ with higher ceilingsÉ

he will not know how to vent a toilet or install a dishwasher (no, these things are not insurmountable

but obviously if they are important to youÉthen they need to be addressed BEFORE building rather than after).

2. It should be recognized that there are a VERY large number of unscrupulous builders here in Costa Rica.

Almost all them are charming and personable. GET REFERRALS.

3.Yes, you need a contract with him. The biggest problem is that if the builder runs out of moneyÉ

typically you will have no where to turn because he will have no assets and no money to complete the job.

DO NOT KEEP ADVANCING MONEY ahead of scheduleÉunder any circumstances.

4. If you become suspicious that something is not going right, talk to your attorney É

address the problem immediately. Better to be safe than sorry.

5. Most Ticos are extremely hard workersÉtheir workdays are usually 10-12 hours, often six days a week.

But whatever you doÉ do not interrupt their lunches or coffee breaksÉthat is a definite no no.

They are sacrosanct.

6. Do not raise your voices or your temper with the workers OR the head contractor.

They oftentimes will walk directly off of the job. Hard to understand? Maybe , but Òit is what it is.Ó

7. Make sure that YOU and you only, are able to charge at the local Ferreteria

(lumberyard/hardware store/building supply center)Éit is a VERY common ploy to have the head

contractor in charge but guess who then pockets the discount? Be very careful.

This will cost you anywhere between 5 and 15% of the total cost of the building.

8. Do you need an architect? Well, if you have a good idea of what you wantÉ probably just minimally.

Standard fees are 10% and oftentimes a percentage of whatever the building cost is estimated at

(and believe me, it will be overestimated). Architects are like everyone elseÉthey are hungry.

And most of the time, fees are negotiable. You DO need an architect to put the drawings or format

you have in the write format to be approved by the College of Architecture and the local municipality.

9. There are several ways to build in Costa Rica. The most common are simply by contract and

Òtime and materialsÓ. As mentioned previously, if you do a contract be certain to ask your attorney

what recourse you have if you have a problem with non performance. Time and materials and just

simply a cost plus scenario Ébut you have to watch daily the progress and watch everything like a hawk

AND you have to trust your builder OR even have someone else watch him.

10. If you get an estimate on a home and you believe that it is grossly overpriced (and donÕt be surprisedÉ

because most builders will always start high and end lower in their negotiationsÉ and face itÉ

the popular conception is the gringos have nothing but money!)

11. If your bid is still more than you want to spend ask for suggestions on how to save money.

(that is, assuming that your bid is somewhat in the ball park).



Talk to other expats and try to get suggestions as wellÉ there really are a lot of different ways to save money.

And remember, construction methods here are quite different than Òback home.Ó

12. If you are doing a contract with the builder have your attorney ensure that you will NOT have to pay bonuses,

vacations, and a host of other fees that workers get here. We are talking about disability, insurance, pension,

and a whole lot moreÉeven though you THINK you may be safe because you signed a contractÉ you probably arenÕt.

You probably think that just because your builder says that he has covered ÒeverythingÓ the odds are high that he hasnÕt.

And if the workers come back after youÉguess who pays? Yup, youÕre right.(BTW, even if your attorney says that

you are coveredÉyou may not beÉ you seriously might want to get a second opinion.)

13. If you are building in a more remote areaÉyour builder may try to tell you that shipping charges are

horrendous and that you can count on paying an extra 30-50%. DonÕt buy it.

Sure, if you use a local ferreteria for your goods that is priced much higher than inland you could be

looking at more. But hey, think about what it will cost to have a couple of large trucks deliver your materialsÉ

maybe a thousand bucks versus price differentials which may total 30-50% higher.

This is not rocket science, just common sense. And work crews are used to living on the job site so that is not

an issue either. It may cost you a little more to supply them with meals but they are not expensive.

These are just a few of the things to consider and watch when building in Costa Rica.

Is it worth it?

Obviously , to some Éit was a nightmare and a financial drain.

ButÉif you are careful and have common senseÉyou can save thousands.

Think about itÉTicos typically build rather than buying existingÉand they are the worldÕs biggest penny pinchers!

This article covers only a few basics of the many things to consider and watch out for when building.

Consider it an introductionÉ this article SHOULD scare youÉ

but it should also make you realize that it is not THAT difficult.

Good luck.

Randy and Rhonda Berg have been living in Costa Rica for over 7 years and have a wealth of knowledge

when it comes to buying a home or property in Costa Rica. You can contact them at: randy@cr-home.com

mailto:randy@cr-home.com


Randy and Rhonda's Newest Home


