
T
hey are almost as common
to the Keys as iguanas. If
you have one, you can

either ignore it, disguise it or
legalize it. 

Downstairs enclosures are
built under elevated homes that
some people use as guest rooms
— or would like to. Many down-
stairs enclosures are illegal, since
a storm surge could easily flood
them, endangering the people
inside. 

Some are grandfathered in,
but most are not. If the room
isn’t legal — meaning the floor
is a specified height above the
local flood plain and the rest of
the room is up to code — it can’t
be used for sleeping quarters.
You can’t include it in your real
estate listing if you put your
house up for sale, and you prob-
ably won’t be able to get flood
insurance for it, determined by

Federal Emergency Management
Agency regulations.

Our downstairs room was
once used as a workshop and
later as a storage space. During
Hurricane Wilma, we piled
everything up high to avoid the
rising waters. That’s when we

decided to take the big step and
make it legal. It made perfect
sense — the money spent on
converting that room to a legal
third bedroom and third bath
would be more than compensat-
ed by our home’s increase in
value. A good investment, right?

We had never taken on a
home improvement job of this
magnitude. We didn’t have the
skills to do it ourselves, so we
decided to hire contractors —
general (carpenters), electrical
and plumbing, as well as an
architect and surveyor. Somehow

we would orchestrate the project
so that everything would move
along smoothly and we would
finish on schedule. 

Advice to others wanting to
take on a project of this magni-
tude: As the first step, find a
qualified psychiatrist to deter-
mine if you’re ready to ride this
emotional roller coaster. A mar-
riage counselor might also be a
good idea, since this kind of
undertaking will put pressure on
even the best of marriages.

We are strong believers in
preparation: Do the homework,
get all the facts, lay out the plan,
and get everyone to agree before
starting.

On the Web, visit the local
municipality’s site for the build-
ing or planning department. We
live in Marathon, but most of
this will also apply to
Islamorada, Layton, Key Colony
Beach, Key West and, of course,
Monroe County.

We filled a large, three-ring
notebook with Web page print-
outs, the permit application, state
health department regulations,
and e-mail addresses and phone
numbers for the key people we
would be dealing with. We
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Dealing with bevy
of approvals needed
isn’t that hard

Making downstairs enclosures legal
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Once the permit
was approved,
we started work
on the most 
critical part of
the project —
raising the floor
to meet FEMA
minimum flood
requirements.
The door to the
outside (left)
was raised next.



added our home blueprints, ele-
vation certificates, surveys and
any other records we could find.
We found our property records
and site map on the Monroe
County Property Appraiser’s
Web site. Our local building
department and the health depart-
ment had drawings and records
on file for our home that we did-
n’t know about. We created a
rough timeline of the steps we
thought it would take to get from
the permit application to the final
certificate of occupancy.

Now it was time to go and
visit the good folks who would
be inspecting and signing off on
our project along the way. We
had heard horror stories about
the dreaded inspectors and their
equally dreaded red tags that
would be nailed to our door if
we strayed from the straight and
narrow. As it turned out, our
dealings with the city went very
well, and this was due in part to
our efforts to keep the lines of
communication open.

This started with a meeting
with the city Building Depart-
ment manager, who was quite
impressed when we walked in
with our bulging notebook. She
walked us through the permit
application process (which
included getting an approval
from the state Health Depart-
ment saying our septic tank
would handle the load from a
third bathroom. She explained
the importance of getting an
architect and surveyor who
could determine how high the
floor of the downstairs bedroom
would have to be raised. We
were fortunate, since our ceiling
was already at 11 feet, so a
raised floor of 3 feet still left us
with eight feet from floor to
ceiling.

There were four checkpoints
along the way where inspectors
would visit us and hopefully
sign off on our completed work:
carpentry, plumbing, electrical
and the final inspection. Our
building department even
offered to come by for trial
inspections, unofficial “how are
we doing?” checkpoints to
determine any additional work
that might need to be completed
before the real inspection.

The toughest decision — by
far — was which contractors to
hire. One option was to hire a
licensed general contractor who
would run the whole show, hir-
ing subcontractors to do the
electrical and plumbing and
whatever else needed to be
done. We decided to save money
by acting as homeowner/con-

tractors ourselves and hiring the
others as necessary.

You may have heard stories
about the challenge of finding
good contractors in the Keys.
Stories about people who give
unrealistic estimates, who show
up drunk or not at all. Jobs that
take far longer and use more
materials than estimated. Jobs
where the work is still unfin-
ished after the last payment has
been made, and the contractors
pick up their tools and leave.

I wish the Keys had a Better
Business Bureau where you

could look up a contractor’s his-
tory and any problems that had
been reported by previous cus-
tomers. Or even a Web message
board where homeowners could
swap tales about contractors.
But since neither of these exist,
you are basically on your own.

Ask your friends, neighbors
and co-workers. Your contrac-
tors should give references that
you can verify. But a key criteria
is that they be licensed in
Monroe County or Florida. You
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can call Odalys Mayan in the
Monroe County Building
Department at 289-2583 or stop
at their office at 2798 Overseas
Highway, Suite 300, in
Marathon, where they keep
records of county-licensed con-
tractors and any complaints filed
against them. 

The next step was to find a
local architect who had worked
on projects like ours. First we
called the original architect who
had designed our home. Although
he was booked up for several
months, he took the time to pre-
pare a rough sketch of our
planned project, adding a signed
statement saying that in his opin-
ion it was doable — that is, the

floor could be raised enough to
satisfy the flood requirements.
Then we shopped around for a
local architect who drew up the
engineering plans that were need-
ed for the permit application.

Once the permit was
approved and posted outside, we
were ready to begin. We met
with contractors to determine the
scope of carpentry and other
work, how much time each week
that they could devote to it, and
how long it would take to finish.
We got the architect and carpen-
ter to talk to the plumber and
electrician about a timeline, so
they could coordinate their work.
Since a new elevation certificate
was required, we asked the city
to explain the roles of the archi-
tect and surveyor in meeting this
requirement.

If the architect’s plans are not
followed exactly, one contrac-
tor’s work may turn out to be
incompatible with another con-
tractor’s work and rework might
be needed. (Contractors are not
always the best communicators.
They are trained to work with
their hands, not hold hands, and
they may fail to warn you about
some of the bumps in the road.)

Put as much in writing as you
can at the start. If your contrac-
tor won’t agree to a legal or
semi-legal contract, write all of
the detailed steps in a letter and
send it to them. Update it along
the way. At least you will have
your assumptions down on paper
and give them an opportunity to
disagree. Keep an on-site job
book on hand, where you can
add comments and special

instructions as you think about
them and your contractors can
read them and leave notes of
their own. Meet with your con-
tractors as often as necessary.
Never assume anything. Hold
the final payment until the work
is done.

You may want to open a proj-
ect charge account at a local
home improvement center or
lumber yard, where your con-
tractor can charge job-related
purchases. You can go online as
needed to track the charges. We
kept a detailed spreadsheet to
record all of our costs through-
out the project.

We tried to do as much as
possible ourselves, things like
painting the walls and putting
the grout between the tiles. We
installed some of the bathroom
hardware, painted the doors and
added the doorknobs.

We also hauled away the
trash. Since our local garbage

service charged a hefty fee to
pick up leftover construction
materials, we hauled them up to
the Long Key Transfer Station,
where they weigh your car or
truck full of trash, wait for you
to dump it out, and then weigh
you again and charge you for the
difference. Generally it cost us
around $10 to $15 for each load.

Our new bedroom and bath-
room are now finished. We put
the shower stall in a space once
reserved for a dumb waiter. The
front and back doors to the room
(one in the garage and the other
outside) were raised to the level
of the new floor, with two sets of
stairs for access.

Yes, there were many
moments of stress when things
didn’t go as planned.

Now that it’s over, we feel a
great sense of relief. Our old
downstairs enclosure is now
legal and useful, ready for any
out-of-town guests.
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New downstairs ready for guests
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On the Web . . .

◆ Monroe County Property Appraisals:
www.mcpafl.org/departments/appraisals.asp

◆ Monroe County Building Department: monroecofl
.virtualtownhall.net/Pages/MonroeCoFL_BuildingDept/index

◆ Marathon Building Department: www.ci.marathon
.fl.us/index.asp?NID=20

◆ Islamorada Building Department: www.islamorada
.fl.us/newsite/building_forms/default.asp

◆ City of Layton: www.cityoflayton.com/
◆ Key West Building Department: www.key

westcity.com/department/index.asp?fDD=4-0
◆ Key Colony Beach building permits: www.keycolony

beach.net/permits.html
◆ Florida Building Codes: www.floridabuilding.org

/BCISOld/bc/default.asp
◆ Florida Contractor Licensing  www.myflorida

license.com
◆ Florida Contractor Complaints: www.myflorida

license.com/sto/unlicensedactivity/default.asp?SID=
◆ FEMA Flood Insurance Requirements: www.flood

smart.gov/floodsmart/pages/fastfacts.jsp


