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Cutting corners?

Choosing inferior materials or inexperienced contractors may reduce costs initially, but

such decisions often result in higher maintenance expenses, safety risks, and shortened
building lifespans. What seems affordable today can become a financial burden tomorrow

BY WINNIE ONYANDO

f walls could talk, many
buildings across the country
would tell stories of rushed
decisions, skipped expertise,
and costly regret.

Following last week’s dis-
cussion on common mistakes
made by aspiring homeown-
ers, this feature looks at the pro-
fessionals who are too often
left out of the construction pro-
cess and how their absence has
contributed to stalled projects,
unsafe homes, and tragic build-
ing failures.

“When people admire a sky-
line or walk inte a new build-
ing, they rarely think about
what could go wrong,” says

Mutinda Mutuku, President of
the Institute of Quantity Sur-
veyors of Kenya (1QSK),

“But buildings do not fail sud-
denly They failed because risks
were ignored, costs were un-
checked,and professional over-
sight was missing” When de-
wvelopers think of construction
professionals, architects and
contractors usually come to
ming, yet one of the most crit-
ical figures in any successful
project often works quietly in
the background; the Quantity
Surveyor. “Quantity Surveyors
are the financial and contractu-
al custodians of the built envi-
ronment,” Mutuku explains.

“Ignoring their role is not just
an oversight but a risk that can

cost de 5, investors, and
even the public dearly”

A Quantity Surveyor (QS) is
trained in cost planning, pro-
curement, contracl adminis-
tration, and financial control
throughout a project’s lifecycle.

From the first idea on paper
to the final handover, the Q8
ensures that money is spent
wisely, contracts are fair, and
costs remain under control.
“In simple terms,” says Mutu-
ku,“while others focus on what
is built, the Quantity Surveyor
safeguards how much it costs
and how well resources are
used”

Starting right: cost certain-
ty from day one

One of the most damaging
mistakes developers make is
beginning construction with-
out a realistic budget. Before
ground is broken, Quantity Sur-
veyors prepare feasibility stud:
ies and cost estimates that help
clients understand whether
a project is financially viable,
These early decisions shape
everything that follows.

“When this stage is skipped,
projects often start strong and
collapse midway, that's how we
end up with abandoned build-
ings and stalled sites across the
country”

He says that many develop:
ers underestimate how quick-
ly costs escalate through mate-
rial price lluctuations, design

changes, or poor planning,

Without professional cost
guidance, he notes that small
miscalculations snowball into
major financial crises.

One common misconception
Mutuku notes is that Quanti-
ty Surveyors exist to make pro-
Jjects cheaper. In reality, their fo-
cus is on value, not just price.

“A QS does not aim 1o cut cor-
ners, we aim to balance quali-
ty, durability, sustainability, and
cost, Mutuku says.

Choosing inferior materials
or inexperienced contractors
may reduce costs initially, but
such decisions often result in
higher maintenance expens-
es, safety risks, and shortened
building lifespans.

“What looks affordable today
can become a financial burden
tomorrow,”he warns,

Where many projects col-
lapse

Construction contracts are
complex, technical, and high-
risk, yet many developers sign
them without fully under-
standing their implications.

Quantity Surveyors manage
procurement processes, pre-
pare tender documents, eval-
uate bids, and administer con-
tracts to ensure fair risk alloca-
tion among all parties,

“Where S input is missing,
disputes become common,”
says Mutuku.“Claims escalate,
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projects stall, and relationships
break down.”

In Kenya's construction sector,
disputes are among the leading
causes of project delays and cost
overruns, many of which he says
could be avoided through proper
contract management.

While financial mismanage-
ment can cripple a project, miss-
ing engineering expertise can
turn a building into a ticking
time bomb.

“Many people believe a build-
ing only needs an architect and
a contractor”says Florah Kaman-
ja,an engineer and council mem-
ber of the Institution of Engi-
neers of Kenya (IEK).

“That misconception continues
to expose the public to unneces-
sary danger”

Engineer Kamanja explains
that every safe building relies
on a coordinated team of engi-
neers. at a minimum, geotechni-
cal,structural, electrical, and me-
chanical engineers,

“These professionals work as a
system,"she explains.

*“Decisions made by one direct:
ly affect the others.”

Every building rests on the
ground, yet many developers be-
gin construction without under-
standing the soil beneath them.

“This is the responsibility of the
geotechnical engineer,” says Eng.
Kamanja.

“Soil investigations determine
bearing capacity, settlement be-
haviour, groundwater condi-
tions, and risks such as expansive
or weak soils”

These findings,she says, directly
inform foundation design. When
soil studies are skipped or ig-
nored, foundations are designed
based on assumptions, rather
than facts.

“And assumptions eventually
fail"she warns.

“Ssometimes not immediately,
but years later,when cracks begin
to appearor the building starts to
sink”

Using geotechnical data, the
structural engineer designs the
building to safely resist all loads
throughout its lifespan,

“Structural elements must act
as a single system,” Eng. Kaman-
Jjaexplains.

“Columns, beams, slabs, and
foundations are not independ-
ent pieces, structural drawings
specify more than dimensions,
they define reinforcement de-
tailing, concrete grades, material
standards, sequencing, and toler-
ances.

“When these requirements are
ignored or altered on site, the
structure no longer behaves as

From the first
ideaon pafter
tothe fina
handover, the
QS ensures that
money is spent
wisely, contracts
are fair and costs
remain under
control

Mutinda Mutuku, President,
Institute of Quantity Surveyors
of Kenya

designed,"she says.

Many structural failures in Ken-
va,she points out, are traced back
to unapproved drawings, sub-
standard materials, or changes

When you involve
an architect early,
%c)u are not just

uilding a house;

ou are shapin

ow people wil
live, work and feel
in that space for
decades

Brendah Gitonga, Vice Chair,
Architects Chapter (AAK)

made without engineering re-
wiew such as adding extra floors
or reducing reinforcement.

Services that keep buildings
alive

Modern buildings rely heavily

Soil investigations
determine
bearing capacity,
settlement
behaviour,
groundwater
conditions, and
risks such as
expansive or
weak soils

Engineer Florah Kamanja,

council member, Institute of
Engineers of Kenya

on mechanical and electrical sys-
tems, yet these are often treated
as afterthoughts,

Electrical engineers assess
loads, design safe power distribu-

One of the most persistent myths in construction is that skipping experts reduces costs

ever ignore these experts
when building your house

tion, and specify protection sys-
tems to prevent overheating and
fires, Mechanical engineers de-
sign plumbing, drainage, ventila-
tion, fire suppression, and verti-
cal transport systems,

“When these professionals are
excluded, installations rely on
guesswork,” says Eng. Kaman-
Jja, adding that the building may
look complete, but it becomes a
latent risk.

She adds that poorly coordi-
nated services often lead to dan-
gerous practices such as cutting
or drilling structural members
ta pass ducts and pipes, thereby
compromising structural integ-
rity in the process. From an engi-
neering perspective, the earhiest
stages of a project carry the high-
est risk and the greatest opportu-
nity to reduce it.

“When engineers are involved
earty, risks are addressed cheap-
ly and effectively” Eng. Kamanja
explains.

“But when involvement is de-
layed, corrections become dis-
ruptive, expensive, or impossi-
ble”

“Engineers are trained to pre-
vent failure, not explain it after it
happens“she says.

The myth of saving money

One of the most persistent
myths in construction is that
skipping professionals reduces
COSLS.

“This is a false economy,” Eng.
Kamanja says firmly.

“Engineering costs are predicta-
ble. Failure costs are not."

Defects eventually surface, as
cracks, leaks, electrical faults, fire
hazands,or structural instability

At that point,costs multiply,cov-
ering repairs, legal claims, loss of
rental income, reputational dam-
age,and in some cases, loss of life.

Mutuku echoes this, maintain-
ing that, *Professional fees are
small compared to the cost of
failure. Skipping experts does
not eliminate costs, it postpones
them and magnifies them.”

However, beyond cost and safe-
ty, professionals bring accounta-
bility

“When qualified professionals
are engaged, someone takes re-
sponsibility for decisions made
and when quacks are used, re-
sponsibility disappears.” says
Eng Kamanja

To strengthen oversight, the
IEK, in collaboration with the Na-
tional Construction Authority
(NCA) and the Council of Gover-
nors,developed a Site Inspection
Handbook to guide multidiscipli-
nary inspections across the con-
struction lifecycle. The handdbook
provides structured checklists for
structural, electrical, mechanical,

environmental, health, and safe-
ty compliance therefore helping
mspectors and developers en-
sure standards are met.

Brendah Gitonga, Vice Chair, Ar-
chitects Chapter (AAK), says en-
gaging a qualified architect isnot
a luxury but a safeguard against
costly and irreversible mistakes,

“A good architect helps you
maximise your-lands full po-
tential; functionally, financial-
Iy legally and aesthetically while
minimising expensive errors
that often arise from poor plan-
ning and rushed decisions,”she
explains.

She explains that many devel-
opers focus only on drawings
and approvals, forgetting that ar-
chitecture goes far beyond paper-
work.

“Architecture is not just about
putting up walls. It is about de-
signing spaces that respond to
human needs, climate, and the
environment, When you involve
an architect early, you are not just
building a house; you are shap-
ing how people will live, work
and feel in that space for dec-
ades"she says,

She adds that thoughtful de-
sign directly impacts health and
long-term building performance.

“Matural lighting, proper ven-
tilation, correct orientation of
the building, and the use of safe,
sustainable materials are not
aesthetic luxuries but they are
health considerations. A well-de-
signed building reduces energy
costs, improves comfort and en-
hances overall wellbeing.”

Gitonga warns that ignoring
these principles can turn build-
ings intosilent health hazards.

“When ventilation is poor and
materials are poorly selected, oc-
cupants may experience head-
aches, respiratory problems, fa-
tigue and allergies, what we call
sick building syndrome. Unfortu-
nately, many developers only re-
alise these risks when it is too late
and costly lo rectify,” she says,
adding that an architect protects
one’s vision, budget and health.
Cutting corners at the design
stage, she says, often leads to cut-
ting into your pocket and some-
times your quality of life later.

Apart from surveyors, engi-
neers and architects, one also
needs a physical planner who
will check zoning laws, land-use
regulations, and help with coun-
ty approvals.

The Physical Planners will en-
sure that what you want to build
is allowed on that piece of land,
whether residential, commer-
cial, or mixed-use, while a quali-
fied contractor will help in coor-
dinating workmanship, materi-
als, timelines, and safety.

1t needs no saying that using
ungualified fundis without su-
pervision often leads to poor fin-
ishing, delays, and wasted mate-
nials.

Finally, you also need a Clerk of
Works or Project Manager who
will act as your eyes on site, en-
suring work is done according
to drawings, specifications, and
quality standards. This will pro-
tect you from shortcuts and shod-
dy work.




