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HEADLINE: Have 20 acres plus? You're going to need a good estate caretaker
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Making the leap from four acres and a 5,000-square-foot house to 20 acres and a mansion that's double in size involves more than just a proportional increase in lawn care and upkeep bills. With a vast property, security might be a concern, animals (horses) might need to be fed, and someone will probably need to oversee the whole shebang, area professionals in the real estate business said.

Estates are simply too sizeable for a solitary owner to care for them on his or her own. With 20-odd acres, "you can't maintain it yourself," Craig Siano of Sally Siano & Associates in Bedford Hills, said. 

Full-service

The number of staff people required for an estate "depends on what service the owners expect," Sheila Siderow, president of Siderow Kennedy Real Estate in Chappaqua, said. Owners of 20-plus acres "usually have someone living on the grounds to maintain it on a regular basis," she said. Often, a couple will be retained, with one handling more of the outside activities, and the other focusing on housekeeping and cooking.

"Everyone lives so differently," Siano said. Some estate owners will have "a full-time caretaker and several gardeners," Eileen Murray, manager of Renwick Management Associates in Bedford Village, said.

"When a branch falls, they pick it up," Murray said. The amount of help varies "according to an individual's taste," Murray said. Some properties are highly manicured, and some owners prefer that their gravel driveways be raked right after any car drives on them, Murray noted. Other large-property owners opt for a more relaxed look.

Either way, the appropriate caretaker can be found - with a bit of diligence. "We custom-tailor" estate management programs, Murray said of her company, which coordinates caretaking services for properties in this area. "I sit down with the owners and ask them to tell me what they want," she said. Renwick Management Associates will then create a package for the owners.

What to look for

A caretaker "has to be handy and have a lot of trade skills," Murray said. "A lot of caretakers are carpenters by profession."

In other words, more than a housesitter, or a warm body on the site, needs to be present. "Caretakers can make repairs," Murray said.

"They'll need to understand the mechanics of the house, how the heating system works, how the water works and so forth," she said. "It's not an easy job by any means."

Still, in some measure, hiring can be dicey if you're going it on your own. This area still is, by and large, fairly low in population. Finding good help, at any level of the spectrum, can be a challenge, but particularly when the real estate involved is high-end.

"It's all by word of mouth," Murray said. "It's a very close circle. Everybody knows the good caretakers."

Owners should take a businesslike approach to estate management, Guy Maddalone, author of the recently published "How to Hire & Retain Your Household Help," said. Albany-based Maddalone is also the founder and chief executive officer of GTM Household Employment Experts.

"We are a national company with many clients in the New York metropolitan area," Maddalone said. "We provide payroll and tax services for employers of household help."

Remember the mission

"You almost hire a CEO for the estate," Maddalone said. "Find a good household manager, define what the objectives of the estate are and determine what the required positions will be."

Develop job descriptions, he advised, as part of your effort to own an estate that is "pleasant, well run, safe and within budget."

In a caretaker, or for any position at an estate, an owner needs "someone of sound character who can maintain the safety and confidentiality of the estate," Maddalone said. His book includes a sample work agreement and one that addresses confidentiality.

He also suggested that household policies be drafted and assembled. "This is commonly known in business as an employee handbook," Maddalone said. If you own an estate, you're going to need one for your home too.

One persistent issue in hiring help concerns the immigration status of those employed, as the recent implosion of Bernard Kerik's nomination for the head of Homeland Security illustrates. Even if an employee does not have a green card, an application for taxpayer identification (or W7 form) can be completed so that the employee has a number that is used in similar ways to a Social Security number, Maddalone explained. Other employment laws might also be applicable.

"Overtime applies to any person working more than 40 hours a week in New York," Maddalone said.

The last problem an estate owner needs is a nasty tax-evasion charge or immigration issues, Maddalone said. Especially if they ever expect to be in the public eye.
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