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SUSTAINABLE HOUSE OWNERSHIP: TAMING THE COST FACTORS 

Arc. Ajibola W. Kareem 

Abstract 

Many erroneously believe that once you use cheap materials and labour, then 
you are likely to own or build a house at a very low cost. Some supposedly 
cheap materials may necessitate high capital flow. There are other less 
considered factors that may greatly reduce the cost of building a house. These 
include services on site, site layout, building shape, part completion, 
professional input, choice of building materials, workmanship, etc., and in 
this paper each is carefully considered and its positive influences on building 
cost itemized. The paper concludes that these factors (above), if taken into 
consideration on a building project would contribute to reduction of cost of 
housing without reducing its quality. 

Introduction 

Margery et al (1995) defined a house as a building used as a dwelling place by one or more 

families. Home on the other hand, was said to be a place to which one belongs, and where one feels 

comfortable. A personal house therefore, is one’s home and as such people tend to struggle to own a 

house at all cost. 

Aziza Fatima as quoted by Otitoola (1999) in his paper “Y2K Houses: Architecture, 

Technology and Architectural Technology”, said “a house is not just a place to eat and sleep in, it gives 

identity. In my house, I can socialize and I can be proud, without this I am not human but just an 

animal”. No wonder a Yoruba adage says “Any person without a house has no secret”. 

Housing therefore is highly desirable but the cost involvement no matter how is very much and 

as a result people tend to look for every method of getting a low cost housing. This so-called low cost 

housing, to many laymen in the building industry could be achieved by using cheap labour and building 

materials. 

Aside from these two factors, there are other less considered factors or inputs that may greatly 

reduce the cost of building a house. 

The cost of a house, is the sum total of the cost of land, labour, design, services, access road, 

materials, etc. reduction in the cost of any of the above listed factors would rationally reduce the total 

cost of the building. It has been proved that some supposedly cheap materials like mud wall may 

necessitate high capital flow as a building with mud wall must be roofed and plastered before the onset 

of raining season that may bring it down if not quickly completed. 

As the clamour, housing for all in the year 2000 is now a mirage, the latter part of this paper is 

devoted to bringing out some of these less considered factors that may reduce cost of building a house. 

These are: 
Services on Site 

In buying land to build a house, a lot of people are concerned with how much it costs, without 

considering what services are bought with the land. The cheapest land may not after-all be cheap in the 

long run. Some people buy land with the following: 

(i) Access road. 

(ii) Telephone lines. 

(iii) Water mains. 

(iv) Electricity. 

No matter the cost, people that have the above services adjoining their site would not spend 

extra thousands of naira to: 

(i) Open new roads. 

(ii) Buy electricity poles and cables. 

(lii) Buy water pipes and other accessories. 

(iv) Extend NITEL lines.
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So, many people as a result of cheap land complete a house but cannot move because of fear of 

isolation. The house will be wasting away while the owner continues to suffer in the rented house. 

Site layout 

In building a house, the layout of the site is also a factor to be considered to reduce cost. As 

much as possible, a rectangular shaped site with the frontage narrower than the depth is better. 

From the site layout in Fig. la and lb, the same number of electric poles, water mains and 

N1TEL lines that would serve eight (8) plots of layout A, would be enough to serve sixteen (16) plots 

in layout B. 

People in layout B would therefore contribute half the amount to extend water, telephone and 

electricity per plot compared to those in layout A. 

In layout B, more people (plots) have access to the road, and the cost of frontage drainage for 

each plot is reduced. 

 
 



 

Sustainable House Ownership: Taming the Cost Factors 

Site Plan 

Site plan is an act of placing building on the site putting in mind necessary set backs and provision of adequate spaces for parking, gardening, soak-away, septic tank, etc. 

The building is better placed close to the front of a site with space left at the back for open space and others. The cost implication of extending services from the road to building Type A would be higher than that of Type B as shown in Fig. 2. 

 

 

 

Fig. 2 (a) 
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Site Conditions 

In deciding on the choice of site to build a house, the following items should be strongly considered to reduce cost. 

(a) The site should have a even slope and preferably a gradient that does not exceed 1:100. Such a gradient would reduce the cost of back filling when the foundation walls are completed. If the gradient is too deep, the cost of back filling in terms of tipper loads of 

laterite and labour costs may run into several thousands unlike when the gradient is gentle. 

(b) A waterlogged site should also be avoided to save the cost of building a house. When a site is waterlogged, it may result into the introduction of costly foundation designs such as raft or pile foundation, which is costlier than normal strip foundation, which could be 

used easily on a firm soil. 

Building Shape 

The shape of a building is also a factor to be considered to reduce the cost of building. Diagrams A and B (Fig. 3a and 3b) are two closed spaces of the same area. The perimeter wall of the two are however not equal. Therefore, in enclosing the same area in the two 

examples (a and b), more money would be spent on blocks, cement, sand, labour, paints, gravels, formwork, etc., in B. A square (or enclosures close to it) is a better shape that could reduce cost. 

Fig.3 (a) 
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Part Completion 

A building may be occupied before it is totally completed. While living there, the remaining 
aspects of the building would be done until it is put into a final shape. 

When there is an urgent need for somebody that is living in a rented house to move to his own 

house that has been roofed. May be as a result of pressures from the landlord or others. He may do the 

following: 

(i) Fix all external doors. 

(ii) Fix all external ceilings. 

(iii) Complete one toilet. 

(iv) Complete the sitting room and at least one (1) bedroom. 

(v) Complete the kitchen. 
(vi) Sink a well. 

The house is ready for personal habitation and all further expenses on the rented house will be 
used for future development and upgrading of one’s own house. 

Professional Input 

When professionals are involved in the building design and supervision, one tends to gain a lot. 

A true professional is the one that saves his or her client more than what he takes from him. Many tend 

not to know the importance of professionals because of their fees. However, the architect, for example, is 

the best protector as his training and experience made him understand every part involved in the building 

industry and put him in a position to deal extensively with them to protect his client’s interest. 

A lot of people have had to run back to an architect after realizing their mistake of not 

consulting one first which manifested in poor design, wastage and incompetency of quacks. 

A prospective house-builder is advised to open up to the Architect as a patient opens up to a 

Doctor. A lot of mistakes are avoided if professionals are involved, also they base design on what the 

client can afford and advise him better. 

Building Materials 

In the choice and use of building materials, many mistakenly believe that cheap materials are 

the best. While some materials are costly, they are very durable and could last long while some 

supposedly cheap ones are replaced frequently. 

Professionals should be involved in the specifications of materials that are durable and suitable 

due to their past experiences with these materials and their training. 

It is good to use a material that costs ten naira (N10.00) and lasts for twenty (20) years than one 

that costs five naira (J45.00) and would be replaced every five years. Designs are also done by 

professionals not to waste these materials. 

Workmanship 

As a result of poor workmanship, many good designs have been turned to something else. Good 

and tested hands should be used in building construction for the aesthetics of the building and safety of 

the occupants. The cost of re-building any badly done work would always be greater than doing it well at 

once, as money would be spent to pull down and clear debris. 

Conclusion 

Factors such as services on site, site layout, site plan, site conditions, building shape, part 

completion, professional input, workmanship, etc., are some of the factors that many never thought of in 

building their houses. However, from this paper, it is clear that no matter how small, they would reduce 

certain amount of money from the total cost of a building if taken into consideration before conceiving 

and in the course of building a house.
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