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Custom homebul derprepares
to return to core businéss-after

rough ride throu

Kurt D. Lobpries, president and
owner of Builders West Inc.,
works on a pool house exten-
sion project on Pinehill Lane.

BY TANYA RUTLEDGE
SPECIAL TO HOUSTON BUSINESS JOURNAL

Kurt Lobpries started his luxury home-
building company, Builders West Inc., in
1982, just before the oil and gas bust caused
the local real estate industry to crater.

When the national recession took hold
of Houston again a couple years ago, Lob-
pries was grateful for the lessons learned
during his rocky start in the industry.

One of those lessons — to think twice
before turning down small or compli-

gh recession

cated jobs — has sustained Builders West
through the recent economic downturn.

Although the company didn't build a
single house from the ground up last year,
Lobpries was able to keep revenue in check
and avoid laying off any of the company’s
full-time employees by taking on smaller
renovation and home addition projects.
He even kept his stable of subcontractors
— many of whom have worked for the
company since its inception — busy on a
regular schedule.

That willingness to take on small jobs
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other luxury homebuilders might have
turned down was only one of the factors
that played into Builders West’s stability
during the downturn.

Because of its wealthy client base, Build-
ers West also happened into the home
maintenance business.

Once the builder finishes a home, the
homeowner is typically provided with
a maintenance schedule or a reminder
list for needed Services. Many of Builders

SEE CREATION, PAGE 16A
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BUILDERS WEST INC.

2010 REVENUE: $4.3 million

2009 REVENUE: $10.4 million

TOP EXEC: Kurt Lobpries, president

EMPLOYEES: 11

FOUNDED: 1982
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West's clients hire the company to per-
form this work for them, whether it is ser-
vicing an air-conditioning system, clean-
ing out gutters or drains, or even changing
light bulbs.

This ongoing facet of the business
turned out to be an important service for
the company last year, representing about
5 percent of total revenue.

The company has keys to the homes of
about 100 clients who purchase some form
of this maintenance service, Lobpries said.

“Our clients are very busy people, and
- theylike the idea of just calling one person

STRATEGIES

CREATION: Maintenance contracts kept builder staffed-up, profitable through recession

whenever they need something done in
their homes,” he said. “This is an unusual
service for a homebuilder to offer, but it
has really offset the slowdown in the new-
construction side of the business for us”
Although Builders West did not start
any new-home projects last year — the
company typically builds two to three
homes per year since its home prices can
go as high as $5 million, not including the
lot price, and can take as long as two years
to build — Lobpries said the maintenance
work and smaller renovation and home
add-on projects went “through the roof”
This year, things are turning around as
Builders West prepares to begin work on

four new homes that will be constructed
from the ground up, representing an in-
crease over the company’s prerecession
business levels.

The custom homebuilder specializes in
tony areas, such as River Oaks, West Uni-
versity, Tanglewood, the Museum District
and close-in Memorial, doing design-build
projects on lots that are already owned by
its clients.

Lobpries expects this surge in new-home
construction to bring 2011 revenue up to
$8 million.

He believes that much of this new activ-
ity is a result of pent-up demand for new
construction.

Your family’s
~ safety net

ﬂ Every day your people give you their very best. And with Aflac, you can give them a better

benefits package. If someone is sick or injured, Aflac is like a safety net: it pays your employee cash

Your benefits should work
as hard as your team does.

directly — faster than our top competitors — which helps with costs that major medical doesn’t cover.

And helps let your employees know just how much they maiter. \isit aflac.com/employeebenefits

Accident | Critical liness and Cancer | Dental | Vision | Hospital Indemnity | Life | Disability

Afiac.

We've got you under our wing.»

NAD1115

Individual coverage &qﬁgrwritten_and offered by American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus. In New York, coverage underwritten and offered by American Family Life Assurance Company
of New York. Some poiicies may_be available as group policies. Group coverage underwritten and offered by Continental American Insurance Company. Policies may not be available in all states. Afiac
pays cash benefits direct to the insured, unless assigned. Afiac processes most ciaims in an average of four days. For Continental American Insurance Company, the average is five days.

I think we are about to
see a 180-degree turn-
around in the market.

KURT LOBPRIES | BUILDERS WEST INC.

“People who have been on the sidelines
are seeing that home prices are going back
up while interest rates are still low, and
they are not wanting to wait any longer,
Lobpries said. “I think we are about to see
a 180-degree turnaround in the market”

And because of Lobpries’ strategy to hire
strong job candidates when he finds them,
Builders West is in a position to quickly
ramp back up into new-home construc-
tion.

Over the last year and a half, the com-
pany added a project manager and an in-
house designer, not because of a boom in
business but because Lobpries realized he
should bring these qualified employees on -
board while he had the chance.

“We weren't overwhelmed with work by
any means, but I believe that when high-
quality individuals are available, you better
grab them,” he said.

The in-house designer joined the com-
pany about a year ago to take Builders
West into yet another complementary line
of business to homebuilding. In the past,
the company outsourced design work to
other architects and designers. But when it
started taking on smaller remodeling and
add-on jobs, Lobpries found it difficult to
find architects who were willing to accept
smaller tasks. Bringing a full-time person
on board to do the work has resulted in yet
another source of revenue for the company.

While most custom builders prefer to
work on homes from the ground up, Lob-
pries said even the smaller remodeling jobs
that have sustained the company in recent
months are relatively large in terms of size.
For example, two of the renovation projects
the company completed last year came in
at more than $1 million each.

Still, Lobpries said he is looking forward
to getting back into the traditional custom
homebuilding business this year. After all,
the thrill of creating a home from scratch
is what drew him into the business in the
first place.

Indeed, he knew from a young age that
high-end custom homebuilding was his
calling, having worked on construction
sites since he was in high school.

After graduating from Texas A&M Uni-
versity, Lobpries stayed in the construction
business and later moved into the home-
building and commercial interior con-
struction business before branching out on
his own in the design-build industry with
Builders West.

Those tough first few years helped form
the company’s business practices today, he
said.

“If there is a particularly bad time to start
abusiness, I probably hit it at the worst pos-
sible moment,” Lobpries said. “But it taught
me to be wary of what jobs you turn down
and to not thumb your nose at any small
job. That has been the key to our survival
and our success.’ B

TANYA RUTLEDGE is a Houston-based freelance writer.
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