Seven flaws in homeowner aséumptions and the
“rigorous engineering required to build in 2026.

& NotebookLM



The cost of underestimation
in Denver.
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Reality: An average
overrun of 20% to 30%.
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UNFORESEEN CONDITIONS

The homeowners who finish on time and on budget A
decide every detail before a single shovel hits the dirt.
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Ten minutes here saves ten thousand dollars
in wasted design fees.

Stop all contractor and
designer outreach.

Log into the official Denver
Accela Citizen Portal.

Check for Easements &

Confirm Property Zoning Restrictions

Skipping this step and relying on assumptions
often results in fully drafted plans that are entirely
unbuildable under 2026 Denver zoning codes.

Do not proceed to design
without Accela clearance.
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Deconstructing the seven
predictable failures.

The Money The Dirt

Quotes, baseline estimates, Expansive bentonite soil
contingencies, and mechanics and extreme
hidden utility fees. freeze-thaw climates.

(Mistakes 1,2, 6, 7)

v,

The Paper

Vague homeowner
scopes and DIY permitting
bottlenecks.

(Mistakes 4, 5)

& NotebooklLM



Baseline expectations for a 2026 Denver build.

Higher costs are the new normal!

Rising skilled trade wages (Denver-Aurora-Lakewood MSA 2025 data) and fixed costs
(kitchens/baths) make ADU per-square-foot costs higher than primary residences.

The Denver ADU Project Spectrum

Platt Park Studio Highland Carriage House Berkeley Bungalow
480 sq. ft. e—i‘;“f,{_f;‘:’f 550 sq. ft. 650 sq. ft.
Straightforward Second-story unit over Slab-on-grade, high-end
rectangular build, standard | new garage, significant finishes, vaulted ceilings,
finishes (rental focus). structural engineering. custom cabinetry.
$215,000 $235,000 $260,000
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How a $220,000 quote cascades into a $318,000 final cost.

Budget Waterfall
udget Waterfa tes rarely include the EOP
wa .
Contractor tu less explicitiy dewmande
+ Missing Buffer
($30,000)
e + Utility Omission
f ($35,000) Buried debris or
P + Overpayment " electrical panel
| g ($33,000) L/ The hidden cost of upgrades discovered
ag sewer/water trenching mid-build (NAHB
($220,000) % A 15% to 25% premium and Denver Water/Xcel requires a 10-15%
paid because the Energy fees. contingency for 30+
The friendly, homeowner failed to year old homes).
non-competitive get 3 quotes, check 3
“first quote.” references, and visit 1
finished job.
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The $35,000 afterthought buried in your backyard.

The Underground Wealth Diagram

 The visible structure
(What homeowners budget for)

~ Below Ground
(Denver backyard)
""5-;'“"- #’f -n‘,E.-' hiAA‘Eﬂ
TR infrastvucture
Extensive deep- DAS - : . s
trenching across the ] O K Xeel En The Fix: Demand a specific,
primary pruperl—g‘ [lamidiiaazia e olecd ic.dTgﬂ detailed line-item for all utility
| S A pniﬂ I gt Hng connections in every bid, with a

and tap fees.

written explanation of the math.
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Engineering for expansive clay and high-altitude radiation.

The Bentonite Swell Mechanism

Standard Soil

Not applicable

in Denver

9

AT,

Climate Callout Box

LAY

Bentonite Clay

The Fix: Mandatory geotechnical
soil report and custom-engineered
foundation.

Threat: Intense freeze-thaw
cycles and high-altitude UV
radiation.

Effect: Shreds cheap siding
and paint within 5 to 7 years.

The Fix: Specify climate-grade
materials like James Hardie
ColorPlus siding and Benjamin
Moore Aura Exterior acrylic
latex.
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Vague language is an open invitation for expensive change orders.

Anatomy of a Bulletproof Scope

Homeowner Scope Pro Scope - Approved
* Install kitchen cabinets. » Install [Make/Model] faucet.
S e o e o, SR
* Tile bathroom floor. » Grout color: [Specific hex/name].
S il il e - e
‘  Waterproofing: Schluter system
Result: Contractor installs the cheapest model #[Number].
compliant option; every homeowner : gy
request becomes a surcharge. * Insulation: Minimum R-value of [X].

Takeaway: Specify everything before signing the contract.
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The bureaucratic friction from design to occupancy.

The Myth: Contraciorsays-we-H-be-denre-ir-6-menths:

Community Planning and : . : 5
Mandatory framing Mandatory insulation Weather delays and costly
DE\IE|0meI‘I¥ S (Accela inspections. inspections. ; rework for failed inspections.
submissions). | | _ Mg
VI T I T IIII IS S
START 9 Months 14 Months
+ -

The Fix: Hire a design-build firm or contractor with an in-house permit specialist who has established relationsh-
ips with city officials (from Sloan’s Lake to Washington Park). DIY permitting is a path to expensive delays.

&1 NotebookLM



The Meta-Mistake: An ADU is not a kitchen remodel.

The homeowners who succeed treat the project exactly like building a new 3,000 sq. ft. home, just scaled
down. Pre-construction planning turns the build into an assembly process, not a series of discoveries.

The Mindset Matrix

_— WRONG APPROACH
. cosTLy .
AT The set < stake || The Custom Home Mindset
& — UNSTABLE - &7 oncks? : : :
. g Geotechnical engineering &
Foundation /,,Ex'St'" iure. L OLD CODE engineered concrete.
ERLOADED : : :
Systems K 53y Dedicated sewer line, new electrical
. CAPACITY )
Complexity / - Tapping into existing lines. T%ﬁK5| service, independent HVAC.

& FMLED :
: secrep | Full structural, energy efficiency, :E\
Code Rigor | Interior ions. PEEE";TTES and safety code compliance. =0

CHANGE ORDERS ‘ | .
Planning Rigor | Figure o es later. DELAYS Painfully Spemﬁc_ scope executed s
OVER. BUDGET' ‘ before shovels hit the ground. ) |
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