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Buckets and Buckets of Money
As in any profession, the architec-
ture and construction industry has its 
own short hand for verbal and written 
communications. One area that is key 
for the public, the client, the architect 
and the contractor to all understand is 
what is typically called the separate 
construction ñbucketsò of money on 
any given project.

Base Bid - Bucket No. 1
This amount of construction money 
will provide for the basic acceptable 
level of building and site work to 
those who have approved the project. 
It is imperative that the base bid pro-
vide for all public health, safety and 
welfare items. For example, on most 
new construction, a ýre sprinkler will 
be needed and could not be put in at a 
later point. Often the base bid amount 
is benchmarked at a certain point in 
time (i.e. February 2003 dollars) so 
that people are aware that inþation 
may need to be added if the project is 
resurrected or delayed for any given 
length of time.

Contingency Money - Bucket No. 2
A contingency construction amount is 
typically used for any budget or esti-
mate on a project before it ofýcially 
goes out for bid. Contingency funds 
account for ñunanticipatedò or ñunfore-
seenò conditions during construction. 
Common uses for contingency funds 
are poor soil conditions in a certain 
area of a site or opening up existing 
building walls and ýnding unexpected 
materials or piping. A ten percent 
(10%) construction contingency is 
often used early in a project and may 
be reduced to ýve (5%) as construc-

tion documents and speciýcations 
(and therefore, the estimate) become 
more clearly deýned.

Bid Alternatives - Bucket No. 3
A bid alternate is a separate line item 
price provided by the contractor 
above and beyond their base bid. Bid 
alternates typically grow out of the 
needs of a client exceeding the antici-
pated amount of the base bid. The 
bid alternate allows for this alternate 
need to have an actual price afýxed to 
it at the time of the bid. If the selected 
bid comes in below the expected base 
bid amount then alternate bids can 
be added until the original base bid 
amount is reached.

The architect and their consultants 
will indicate the alternate pricing in 
the bid documents and speciýcations.  
The alternate bids will then have a 
separate location on the actual bid 
sheet that is submitted so that it is 
clearly differentiated from the base 
bid.

Administration Fees - 
Bucket No. 4
Administration fees on a project 
typically account for 1% of the con-
struction amount. These dollars are 
spent on legal fees and the costs of 
surveys and soil borings done for the 
proposed project or addition.

Furniture, Fixtures and Equip-
ment - Bucket No. 5
Furniture, fixtures and equipment 
(FF&E for short) typically account 
for 10% of an overall construction 
budget on a public/institutional proj-

ect. What actually is FF&E? The  best 
description that we have used is that 
if you took all the people out of the 
building, picked it up, turned it over 
and shook it, everything that fell out 
of it would be FF&E. If a project 
begins to run into budget constraints 
one of the common ñbucketsò to dip 
into is the FF&E amount. It has been 
our experience that a building that is 
not properly outýtted with furniture, 
ýxtures and equipment will not meet 
the operational needs for which it was 
originally intended.

Construction Oversight Commit-
tee - The Bucket Brigade
Whether project funds become avail-
able by the selling of bonds and/or 
through a public referendum vote, 
there should be a group of individu-
als who oversee these dollars. One 
of the names for this group is a 
Construction Oversight Committee. 
This group is typically comprised of 
a board member, selected commu-
nity contractors, the architect for the 
project and the main administrator 
from the district. (e.g. Director of 
Operations). It is this groupôs charge 
to review project funds on a monthly 
basis and resolve any current of pro-
jected future shortfalls. If a shortfall 
does occur, it is up to them to make 
recommendations to the governing 
body to whom they report if any 
transfer of funds from one bucket to 
another should be considered. If the 
group is working well, the overall 
funds should meet their limits at the 
projectôs completion. 
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