
 

 
Hiring Contractors after a Disaster 
 

Hiring a contractor can be a daunting task, 
especially after a disaster when you need 
one the most. As you attempt to restore your life 

and home, the availability of local companies and 
individuals to perform the necessary services will be 
limited. Ideally, you should try to select contractors 
you may need on an urgent basis before you need 
them. The stress after a disaster can make you very 
anxious to get your life back to normal as quickly as 
possible. Don't take actions too quickly. You may 
regret them later.  
 
After a disaster or some other emergency, you will 
want to find a good and fair contractor quickly without 
going through a lengthy selection process. It is not 
necessary to get a bid for work you don't need, but try 
to at least get the names of some well-recommended 
emergency contractors, like a plumbing or electrical 
contractor, before a disaster occurs.  
 
Outside contractors and companies will enter the area 
to offer their services. Many are honest and will do an 
adequate job, but often it is advisable to do temporary 
repairs and wait for local contractors who will be there 
to guarantee their work long after the disaster. 
 

Finding a Reliable Contractor 
Try to get recommendations from friends, family, 
neighbors or a Realtor you trust.  
 
• Check with the local consumer protection office or 

Better Business Bureau to see if there are any 
complaints against the contractor. But remember, 
even if there have been no complaints filed, that is 
not a guarantee of reliability.  

 
• Have the contractor prove that he is licensed and 

bonded and has insurance. Check the information 
with the state department that regulates businesses 
and professionals.  

 
• Get two or three written estimates that give details 

about the work to be done, materials, labor 
charges, and start and finish dates 

 
• A clear and detailed contract can protect you if 

something goes wrong. In general, a contract 
should spell out who does what, where, when and 
for how muchWhether it is the purchase of services, 

materials or goods, read all contracts carefully! Wait 
until the job is completed before you make the final  
payment. Keep track of all estimates, contracts, 
repairs and dates of work completed.  

 
• Do not pay cash up front. Do not make the final 

payment until the work is done to your satisfaction. 
 
The following worksheet will help make selecting a 
contractor a straightforward process. Remember 
when comparing bids, be sure they are for similar 
work –- the same kind of job and using the same 
quality materials. If the work isn't similar, you can't 
accurately compare. The lowest bid may not be your 
best choice! 
 

Selecting a Contractor 

Contracts for home improvement projects should 
include the following information: 
 
• Approximate date for beginning the work and the 

completion date unless a specific disclosure states 
that no completion date is provided. (Always require 
a completion date be given.) 

 
• A description of the work to be done. (Always 

require this to be detailed, describing the materials 
and grades to be used as well as the repairs to be 
made.) 

 
• All financing information required by state and 

federal laws. 
 
• Any warranty agreements. 

 
• Name and address of contractor and person for 

whom work is to be done. 
 
Never sign a completion certificate until all work is 
satisfactorily done. Also, never pay a home repair 
contractor or a worker for work before it is done. No 
more than 25% to 33% should be asked for up front. 
Do not use contractors that have high-pressure "sign 
up now" discounts. Also, make sure that any 
assumptions are clear and accurate. 
 
For more information visit www.extension.iastate.edu, 
www.eXtension.org or contact your local ISU 
Extension office. 

 
 
References 
"Avoiding Frauds and Deceptions," The Disaster Handbook, IFAS Extension; "Financial Recovery and Risk Management," LSU Extension; "Putting Things Back Together After 
a Disaster," American Association of Retired People; "Selecting a Contractor," About.com Home Repair

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/
http://www.extension.org/


 

 
Worksheet for Hiring and Selecting a Contractor 

Name of Contractor 1: ___________________________________________ 

Name of Contractor 2: ___________________________________________ 

Name of Contractor 3: ___________________________________________ 

Criteria for Selecting a Contractor 
Contractor 

1 
Contractor 

2 
Contractor 

3 

1. I saw proof of the contractor’s license.  
(Note: Not all states license contractors. Check with your local consumer 
protection agency or state Attorney General.)  

   

2. I saw proof of insurance and bond. 
 

 Workman’s Comp and General Liability = Best  

 General Liability Only = Good  

 No insurance = Reject 

   

3. I checked for complaints about the contractor. 
 

 No complaints or disciplinary action taken = Best  

 No complaints filed for at least 3+ years = Fair  

 Current complaints within the past 3 years = Reject  

   

4. The contractor gave me references, and I checked them out. 
 

 Positive references from at least 5 customers = Best  

 1 to 4 positive references = Fair  

 No or negative references = Reject  

   

5. The contractor offers warranties on materials and workmanship. 
 

 All work guaranteed = Best 

 Nothing guaranteed = Reject  
   

6. I have seen another job the contractor is doing that is similar to 
mine. 
 

 Professional, clean, and safe work site = Best 

 Other = Reject  

   

7. The contractor gave me a detailed and itemized written bid that 
describes materials, labor charges, and start and finish dates. 
 

 Yes = Best 

 No = Reject  

   

8. The contractor is known and established in the area. 
 

 In business more than 10 years with the same name = Best 

 In business 5 or more years with the same name = Good 

 In business 1 to 5 years with the same name = OK 

 New business under 1 year = Fair  

   

 

… and justice for all 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where 

applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual’s 

income is derived from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabili ties who require alternative means for 

communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD). To file a complaint of 

discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410, or call 800-795-3272 (voice) or 202-720-6382 

(TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. Cooperative Extension Service, Iowa State University of Science and Technology, and the United States 

Department of Agriculture cooperating. 

 


