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SENIOR LEGAL LINE

Note to seniors: Read written contracts carefully

A legal question and answer
line for seniors.

Dear Senior Legal Line:

Recently, I hired a con-
struction company to do

work on my deck. They
were supposed to build
new railings and stairs. I
paid them $5,000 and the
work was shoddy. When I

talked to them, they said
they wouldn’t fix it. Ev-
erything is falling apart.
What can I do about this?
I am frustrated! — June
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Dear June,

That is frustrating.

The first thing you would
need to check is if you had
a written contract with the
construction company. Read
it carefully. If you did, per-
haps there is a warranty in
the contract.

At any rate, if you had a
written contract, you will
want to have it as evidence if
you want to sue the company.

If the construction com-
pany does not fix the work or
does not pay you your money
back, your recourse is to
sue them. Generally, people
sue others in conciliation
court. Conciliation court is
designed for non-attorneys.
There is typically afee tofile
aclaimin conciliation court,
but if you meet the eligibility
requirements, you can file
for a fee waiver called an In
Forma Pauperis (IFP). If ap-
proved, the IFP waives the
filing fee.

In conciliation court, you
can sue for up to $10,000.
If your damages are more
than $10,000, you can sue in
district court.

If you win a judgment
against the construction
company, that judgment is

good for 10 years.

After the initial 10 years
are up, you can renew the
judgment for another 10
years. Collecting on a judg-
ment is often the hardest
part. Two main methods
to collect are to personally
garnish the construction
company’s income or assets,
or file a claim with the Min-
nesota Department of La-
bor’s “Contractors Recovery
Fund”, assuming they were
licensed by the department.
The Department has papers
that you have to file with
the judgment before they
will pay you money from
the Fund.

Beware that the statute
of limitations for suing a
contractor that did work to
improvereal estate (e.g. your
home) is only two years after
the work was done or the
problem was noticed.

In other words, once you
discovered the problem with
your deck, the clock starts
ticking — you have two
years to sue.

As with any dispute, it
helps to talk to the contrac-
tor to see if they are willing
to remedy the situation.
Even though they initially

told you they were not go-
ing to fix the problem, they
may change their mind if it
avoids a complaint against
them to the Department
of Labor, a lawsuit, and a
claim against them from the
Department’s Fund. But do
not wait around to sue if the
statutes of limitations are
going to expire quickly.

If you miss the statute of
limitations, you will likely
lose your lawsuit and may
have to pay the opposing
party’s attorney’s fees and
court costs.

This column is writ-
ten by the Senior Citi-
zens’ Law Project. It is not
meant to give complete
answers to individual
questions. If you are 60
years of age or older and
live within the Minne-
sota Arrowhead Region,
you may contact us with
questions for legal help
by calling 218-623-8100
and complete the intake
process. Senior Citizens’
Law Project, Legal Aid
Service of Northeastern
Minnesota, 302 Ordean
Bldg., Duluth, MN 55802
To view previous articles,
go to: www.lasnem.org.
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Stephanie Heinle, at
left, was the guest

of Rotarian Nancy
Rognerud at a recent
meeting of the
International Falls
Rotary Club. Heinle is
the owner of the Coffee
Landing Café and the
Coffee Landing Roasting
Company.
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Choose the Experts.
Choose Sanford Orthopedics & Sports Medicine.

Appointments are available the day you call.

Call (218) 751-9746 for an appointment.
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DON’T ACCEPT PAIN
AS PART OF LIFE.

WE CAN HELP.

At Sanford Bemidji Orthopedics & Sports Medicine, our dedicated team of experts all
have the same goal in mind - find the best solution to eliminate your pain.

We have the region’s largest team of orthopedic specialists, surgeons, therapists and
trainers that offer a wide-range of treatment options. Our entire team is focused on
your needs, so you can start living the life you want.
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