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Be it never so humble

Home-lmprovement jobs in posh suburbs

/ keep contractors humming

BYMATT KELLY
SPECIAL TO THE JOURNAL

Much the same could be sald about his line of Work"

The home-improvement business, already strong for
years, is getting stronger.

- “I haven’t tasted much of a downturn yet,” McCadden

said. “While the housing market stays strong and interest

~ rates are extremely low ... people are more w1lhng to
* spend money on their home

Contractors cite a variety of reasons for the surge in

home improvements: Younger families add space for -

more children; older couples want modern homes with
less maintenance. Even high home prices factor into the

mix — many people cannot afford to buy a bigger home in

their neighborhood, so they tap their own increased value
to fix up the house they have.
“A number of people say pnws have gone up so much
... it makes sense to spend the money” McCadden said.
"~ McCadden and others also surmise that many home-
owners have cashed out their stock investments in the
last several quarters as the market tanked. That left peo-
ple with cash that had to go somewhere, so they invested
- in their principal real estate holding, their house. '
Another dynamlc is Massachusetts’ aging housing

wn McCadden knows the value of a strong founda—

stock. Many towns kbuilt out.” With political
e number of new houses

is to improve and mod-

ernize existing home&‘b e postwar years. That
puts competent con )remodelers ina pnme
position.

“In real estate, it’s; really hard to loseémoney 1fyou can-
dd a half-decent job,” said Dawd , a woodwork-
restoration expert,whg ‘émpldys sever at his company,
DRMDwgnB So vl

* While there arefﬂaw s tgnjetg activity in
the largely privaté indugtry qE“' rém afing, ‘anecdotal evi-

dence indicates what mismy péogsic w

_ real estate market boomg; 80 daes the work of renovation

and restoration. One firms sign: Home Depot, one of the

*,largest home improvement: s;;pphets in: the nation,
" veported $16.3 billion 1y Sates for secon -qmrher ,up
_from $14.8 billion one year ago.

The Sept. 11 attacks did throw a wrench info some
expectations. McCadden, for example, budgeted for $2
million in revenue this year. He now expects to gross $1.7
million, and he attributes most of that to a sharp drop

in busmess immediately after the terrorist attacks.

Business is now returning to normal. ’
“It’s still strong, but not at pre-Sept. 11 levels,” he smd .

- “They're scaling down on detail and scaling down in size.”

McCadden’s average project size has dropped from
about $16,500 last year to $14,500 this year, he said. The
actual number of projects has stayed the same, about 85.
In oontrast he did 114 projects in the heyday of 2000.
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Remodel: Mining the suburbs

Conunued from Page 32

Tom Downer, a Cambridge architect who
caters to more upscale projects, says he
has had six proposals come to him in the
first weeks of August, a brisk pace of busi-
ness. “It’s still going very well,” he said.

“From what I hear, a lot of people are very

busy”

Downer’s typical prOJect is several .

hundred thousand dollars: entertainment

‘centers, family rooms, new kitchens or

baths. He has seen some cts canceled,
“but we can fill those holes’ pretty quickly.
.. The business has been frenetic for four

or five years. The work still seems to come .

at that pace”

Morgan is another who sees no signs ofa
slowdown in a pricey business. A small
project for him is $50,000; average projects
run about $200,000 and large ones top out

_ at $500,000.
“It’s never been better Morg‘an said.

Currently, he is restoring a house in -

Wellesley, raising the first floor ceilings by
15 inches; another project calls for a new
kitchen and a master bath. “Pm booked
well into next year. Some projects I've had
to turn down.” -

Not surprisingly, business is brisk in the
belt of tony suburbs that surround Boston:
Lexington, Wellesley and the like. But
inner suburbs are humming along just as

well, with property owners eager to con-
vert multifamily homes into. condos or to
spiff up an apartment to charge higher
rent. . L

Dan Laba, director of sales at Horner
Millworks, says that in the last year or so
he has seen.a sharp increase in demand

W

“I’m booked well into

next year. Some projects I've had
to turn down.” '

David Morgan
"Owner, DRM Design Build Inc.

¥

for specialty products delicately crafted
columns, detailed doors and spiral stair-
cases. The Somerset company, which
employs more than 200 people, recently
added 40,000 square feet of manufactm'ing -
space to keep up with demand: - g
Laba would not-disclose annual sales,.

. but said the company is “holdmg steady”

compared with last year. He is confident’
that Horner will be able to put its new"
space to work.

“For the third and fourth quarters,

"I hear that everyone has lots of b1g

projects,” he said. -




