The miracle that is a house

Between the supplies of material and demands of the contractors, the builder of a house is always trying vainly to juggle with cost estimates

 

By Asha'ar Rehman

Now which is a bigger boast, that you have spent so much on the construction of your house, or that you have saved so much while building a house? The story centred around the theory that people generally want to flaunt their riches has been done to death. A somewhat new angle would be that under-quoting is frequently resorted to as a proof that you are more intelligent and financially so much wiser than all those who have walked on this path before you. Also as a proof that you are not a cheat, for only the cheats are supposed to spend on houses without ceilings these days.[image: image1.jpg]



That today's makers are all smugglers and blackmarketeers or profiteers or at least mildly corrupt is spicy but dicey. That the makers are all indebted to the bank is theoretically possible, practically impossible. One belief is that bar the few journalists who are lucky enough to find a chief ministerial plot to build their castles of sand and cement on, bar the powerful in the civilian and military setups, bar the rich businessmen and professionals and bar a miracle, the rest may find a house of their own an idea lacking in realistic foundations. Just as stories of people unable to even afford a thought of ever living in their own house abound, so do new constructions, complete with their usual problems. It is after all possible to build a house, with usual conditions attached.

The prices of land may be higher than the cost of building a house on it, but construction itself is extremely costly, and is getting costlier. A strike by kilns is not always necessary to push up the prices of bricks, even though one currently on is having its effects on construction activity in Lahore. And to think that bricks are not even counted by the experts among the basic things needed for construction. Cement and steel are. Cement arrives in fits and starts in the face of an alleged cartel bent on propping up prices (See related story by Shahzada Irfan Ahmed). The steel rises as firmly as ever amid speculations, which have a tendency to culminate in further upping costs.

The cycle continues. The situation repeats itself in quick succession. For instance, the bricks cost Rs 4 per piece in Lahore last September, before the price fell to Rs 3.2 last month. Now, with kiln strike and all, the price for a brick has risen to Rs 4.2. Cement has been selling at as high as Rs 340 per 50-kg sack in recent times. The prices fell to Rs 275 and are now hovering around Rs 310-320.

This is just the beginning. It's many a week before the carpenter comes knocking with the dreaded quirky smile of his. Diar wood comes at almost Rs 300 an inch (Rs 34,00 per foot) and you have to contend with lowly partal -- the much needed relief flown in all the way from Australia. Only Rs 650 per foot. A timber seller on Lahore's Ferozepur Road says that but for the Australian log, even partal would have crossed the Rs 1,000 barrier by now.

In times as uncertain as these, people want precise estimates before they get into the thick of things. How much does construction cost? How long will it take? How much can be saved with frugal spending and good no-nonsense planning? The world hasn't as yet seen the prophet blessed with the powers to foretell all this, but guesses go like this: A ten marla (around 250-yard) house in Lahore is worth a crore at current market rates. Suppose you already have a plot, a modest two-storey construction on ten marlas of land can set you back by anything between Rs 2 million and Rs 3 million (note the gap which can get bigger depending on your taste). The bricks, considered so 'unessential' for construction, may leave the maker poorer by Rs 4 lakhs. The labour cost can go up to half a million, and this may not include expenditure on carpentry and sanitary work and also labour costs on steel works and paint. To make it easier for everyone, a five-foot deep, five-foot long and three-foot wide water tank at the rooftop costs around Rs 25,000, including Rs 5,000 for labour. This tank definitely makes you think. Unless you can afford it, or unless you are ready to settle for a much inferior plastic substitute, you may not waste your time creating the house to park your tank on.

Where an architect likes to keep it rough, a thekedar or construction contractor is prone to coming up with an exact figure quickly and revising it briskly, before he swears how little, if anything, he expects to earn by standing in for you. Where he doesn't revise, he must make a quality compromise, says a thekedar about another. He adds that even after charging Rs 1,000 in material and labour costs per square foot, a thekedar may be forced by the rising costs to either persuade his employers for an upward revision or provide an inferior quality than he had promised. The cleverest of them all is the one who is able to do both at the same time.

By his own description of events, a thekedar is the next best thing to a volunteer you could have hoped for, and hence can be forgiven for treating you like one sometimes. He swears and then swears again, at the lazy labourer and his tools, at the over-efficient chowkidar or watchman and, it can be presumed from safe distance, at the stingy employer, whom they keep on reminding the difference between pathar which is stone and not marble which is the real thing.

The chota or junior thekedar loathes his superior and dismisses him as a crook ex parte. The senior thekedar is a bit more experienced and knows that the best way of getting back at the chota is to frustrate him, financially. The chowkidar doesn't as much as speak a word in anger. He makes his point through constant, albeit colourful and explicit, murmurs, that you have no escape from.

So suspicious of each other and everyone else involved from the brick supplier to the contractor assigned with sanitary work and the electrician, together they form an unbeatable system for the house you are building. And when the moment arises they sure know how to close ranks against the exploiter that is you.

Between them they conjure up some of the most original theories to satisfy your urge to know what is happening on site and to make you lighter by a few thousand rupees each time you dare to trespass their territory. They are insistent one morning that cloudy weather is unsuitable for the task of sealing the roof with charcoal, saving the job, as it turns out, for a rainy day. All perfectly explainable on the land of the imperfect. The ultimate explanation is that they work at their convenience not yours and will only vacate after they have had their stay.

