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MASTER
OF THE HOUSE
BUILDING A CUSTOM HOME IS CHALLENGING FOR EVEN THE
SAVVIEST OF OWNERS. ONE LOCAL COMPANY AIMS TO PUT THE
CONTROL BACK IN THE BUYER’S HANDS
BY REBECCA
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hen Brian deGuzman and his wife, Keri, began thinking of their
ultimate dream home, they envisioned a custom build, modern
in design and appointed with luxury finishes and all of the highend amenities a family could want. They hired an architect, found a prime
lot in Paradise Valley with breathtaking views of Camelback Mountain and
Piestewa Peak, and started construction. That was almost three years ago.
Along the way, life threw the couple some curveballs. First was the
possibility of a job that would require moving to New York City. Second, the
budget for their home began spiraling out of control. “As soon as we started
thinking that we might not actually live in the house, we changed the scope
of the project from our ultimate dream home to something more scaled back
in case we either had it as a second home or kept it as an investment property
to rent or sell,” says Brian. “As we began working with our contractor to
reduce the costs, things began to look a bit unusual and concerning to us.”
Desperate to regain control of the deteriorating situation, the
deGuzmans turned to close friend and real estate business lawyer Keith
Galbut, who had recently completed building his own luxury abode—on
time and on budget. That’s because the attorney approached the project
not from an emotional point of view but as a business endeavor that
focused strictly on facts and numbers.
“People often spend more time researching and haggling over buying
a new car than they do when selecting a general contractor,” the attorney
notes. “And when building a house, often even that level of examination
doesn’t take place—let alone the kind of analysis that should
occur when spending hundreds of thousands if not
millions of dollars.”
Applying principles commonly used in the
commercial building industry—establishing
detailed specifications for types of finishes,
allowances and materials; interviewing
multiple contractors and subcontractors; comparing
bids based not solely on price but also correct fit and detail—and utilizing
a competitive process with those specifications, Galbut saved 34 percent
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from his initial bid on his house. And, by front-loading all of the decisionmaking, his approach “allowed the process to work more smoothly during
construction,” he notes.
Employing this same technique when examining the deGuzmans’ project,
Galbut uncovered potentially excessive fees and costs that needed to be
analyzed and disputed. “Keith was able to unwind a lot of complicated processes
and ultimately got this project back on track,” says the homeowner. “At the same
time, he was able to value-engineer it to not only save us a tremendous amount of
money but also a tremendous amount of time and frustration. He got the project
back to the point where we are actually enjoying it.”

Keith got the
project back to
the point where
we are actually
enjoying it.
—Brian deGuzman, homeowner

As word spread among Galbut’s friends and associates about these
situations, more and more families came to him seeking help with their own
building and remodeling projects.
“I find it surprising and unfortunate that such services are not commonly
used in residential projects, because owners really should have someone upon
whom they can rely to give them straightforward, candid advice and guidance
to advance their interests,” says Galbut. “It shouldn’t be the exception.”
Realizing the need for such assistance, especially in an industry concentrated
on ultra-luxurious custom homes that feature complicated architecture and
construction nuances typically not found in the standard suburban residence,
Galbut in late 2016 formed a full-service business that helps guide the
homeowner, depending on their specific needs, from conception to move-in.
The company, dubbed Advocate—Residential Construction Advisors, does
just what its name implies: It advocates on behalf of the homeowners—
under their direct guidance—to ensure that their wishes are
communicated throughout all phases of the project.
From the initial stages of finding and purchasing
property that fits the owners’ needs and wants, to
choosing the design/build team, to ensuring that
all elements of the house are consistent with
the expectations and the established budgets,
Galbut and his team offer unbiased advice
based strictly on facts.
“Our job is to ensure that the right
questions are being asked on behalf of the
homeowner and that he or she makes fully

T
GALBU

transparent, eyes-wide-open decisions,” he says. “Our goal is not to interfere
or to create any challenges but rather to enrich the relationship between the
owner and the architect and general contractor.”
Such was the case for Brooke and Dinesh Wilson of Paradise Valley. The
couple had purchased a slump block house that they wanted to remodel
and move into, but after hearing horror stories from friends who had built
or renovated other homes, they were concerned about the time and money
it would take to complete the job. “We have so many friends who are going
through the process, and it’s taking them a year, sometimes a year and a half, to
finish,” says Brooke. “We don’t have that much time, and we don’t want to hold
both houses for that long.”
After the couple set a budget for their project, Galbut worked with them
to interview and select a general contractor, develop a timeline, source bids
for materials and labor, and to make sure that everything stays within the
budget. Weekly meetings with the team ensure that the project
remains on schedule.
“As an everyday homeowner, you just don’t know the
questions to ask, and you don’t know how to keep
everything on track,” says Brooke.
For example, do you know what type of drywall
is being used? Neither the cheapest nor the best
quality might be the right choice when trying to
match existing drywall within a home. How much
does it cost to have a contractor remove old pavers
from around the pool? Perhaps it would be cheaper
to sub that work out to a general landscaper instead
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of a pool designer. Does the quality of lighting or home automation match the
quality of construction and your vision for the completed project?
Even items not directly tied to the home can add to its costs. “Our friends
were overcharged for a port-a-potty that was delivered to the job site,” notes
Brooke. “They were being charged $200 a month, but Keith knew that it only
costs half that. He also knows how much trash removal is, as well as other
fixed costs. So if those numbers go higher, they’re being padded somewhere.”
By applying an apples-to-apples approach to the job, Advocate breaks
down each item of a new build or reconstruction—resulting in hundreds and
hundreds of line items that the owner has an opportunity to review and select.
There’s site work, which includes demolition, excavation (with or without a
basement), soil treatment, irrigation and landscaping, among others. Finishes
can include everything from drywall, gypsum wall board, plaster, stucco and
painting. Floor coverings may be tile, wood, carpet, concrete, stone. The list
goes on and on. Detailed descriptions for each line item are included in the
spreadsheet and contractors bid to those exact specifications.
“There are lots of elements to a house that if not clarified could be bid
differently,” Galbut explains. “For example, framing. What type of lumber
is going to be used? Is it a particle board or straight plywood? Is the roof
system going to be a built-up, foam or a PVC membrane system? If you get a
bid back, and it shows ‘Roof: $25,000,’ and other bids come back at $35,000
and $17,000, the natural instinct for most people is to go with the lowest cost
because a roof is a roof. Well, a roof isn’t just a roof, and in Arizona—based on
the sun, the elements of the construction of the house, and the longevity you
intend to be in it—that decision is very important.
“Building is a very complicated process. There are so many layers, so many
trades, so many decisions,” he adds. “If the owner is educated in terms of what
it is they want, then when we receive bids on the project, we can ensure that
each general contractor is bidding to that very specification.”
While Galbut and Advocate work on behalf of the homeowner, their
business model also is advantageous for everyone from architects to the most
detailed of subcontractors.
“It’s kind of a roll of the dice for homeowners
that they’re going to find a company that’s
ethical and offers good pricing,” says Peter
Moosbrugger, owner of Phoenix-based Peter
Thomas Designs, a custom wood flooring and
furniture manufacturer. “Keith will introduce us
to the client, we’ll meet to discuss what they’re
looking for, and I’ll prepare a quote for them. It
cuts the process short and shows that we have some credibility.”
Bob Koopman, co-owner of Audio Visual Excellence in
Fountain Hills, agrees. “Most builders won’t let us interview
the client. They want to control the client,” he remarks.
“Keith puts us in front of the client and says, ‘Let’s talk
together and figure out exactly what is needed.’ Then
we put together a proposal that best suits the client.
“The process takes the onus off the builder, who
may simply be trying to make as much money as
possible or get the job done quickly so he can move
on,” he adds. “It gives the responsibility and control
back to the clients to make sure they’re getting exactly
what they want.”

PIONEERING CHANGE IN THE HOME-BUILDING PROCESS
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For more information about
Advocate, visit advocate-rca.com, or
call 602-714-3952.

It gives the responsibility and control
back to the clients to make sure they’re
getting exactly what they want.
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—Bob Koopman, co-owner, Audio Visual Excellence

In this
business, a
blind spot
can have
huge dollar
signs
around it.
—JP Dahdah, homeowner
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For JP Dahdah, being able to make informed decisions, beginning with
choosing the right lot on which to build a house, has been invaluable and
created a greater sense of ownership over his new home, which is in the
early stages of design and development, and made the process much
more enjoyable. “I have a lot of friends who have gone through this
process without help, and it was always a negative experience. There’s
never this warm and fuzzy feeling.
“You go into a home build with a lot of anxiety, fear and emotions
because it’s a big investment,” he adds. “But at the same time, it’s
something you’re very emotionally tied to because you’ve been
dreaming about and envisioning it for a long time.”
Galbut has helped Dahdah select a site, negotiate financing, close
on the property and interview architects, serving as a sounding board
throughout the entire process. All of which provides this first-time
home builder with a level of comfort and a confidence that he is making
the best choices possible.
“One of the things that Advocate does is help you understand things
that you don’t realize that you don’t know. And that blind spot is very
prevalent throughout the process for the majority of homeowners,” Dahdah
notes. “In this business, a blind spot can have huge dollar signs around it. So
for Keith and Advocate to say, ‘Here’s some information that you should
know about’—that’s where true value exists.”

