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Overview  

This quick guide refers to the business of selling building materials (commonly known simply as 

‘materials’) from a yard. This is as opposed to supplying raw materials directly from the source, 

say a quarry, to a construction site. Materials in this case refer to stones, sand, ballast and related.  

The yard owner buys materials from those who directly purchase from the source then resells to 

end users or small scale middlemen who then sell to end users. End users in this case mean 

construction site foremen, site managers, contractors, fundis or even the developers themselves. 

The yard owner could own a lorry which he uses to transport materials from the source to the 

yard. However with this quick guide we are working with a situation where he does not 

necessarily own a lorry, thus reducing the barriers to entry. Operations of a building materials 

transportation lorry business will be subject of a separate guide in order to cover the topic 

exhaustively. 

This guide will be biased to the greater Kiambu and Nairobi areas. This could serve as a case 

study of sorts. The reason for not using one guide to cover the whole country is because of 

significant variations in costs of building materials and transport in various locations.  

There might also be slight differences in preferences of particular kinds of building materials 

from one location to another. Still despite your location, this guide should give a good idea of the 

nature of the business.  

It’s obvious since you are dealing with building materials then the business is tied to the real 

estate sector. If the latter is growing then the demand for building materials will increase and 

vice versa. Thus the increase in the number of yards over the last 6 years can be tied to the 

growth in the real estate sector. Although overall the real estate is still performing fairly well be 

true to local conditions in your area of operation. 

While real estate is the overall driver of the yard business, the y came up so to fill the small and 

mid level builders need for convenience in terms of quantity and accessibility. In a big way yards 

help break bulk in building materials by selling quantities lesser than the tonnage sold through 

Lorries or directly from quarries.  

By locating near construction sites as compared to quarries yards let builders in quick need of 

small quantities of materials to access them easily. This will become much clearer in the course 

of this guide.  

A key characteristic of the materials business is that it is unstructured; it operates quite 

informally in the sense there are no set standards or regulations. This has left a wide room for all 

manner of tricks and definition of standards. Hence as much as this guide will try to paint as true 



picture as possible in all likelihood you will learn some of the tricks and ‘standards’ on the job. 

These never remain constant and keep evolving from time to time and place to place.  

The Materials Flow 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The source here means the quarry or any other similar place from where the material is ‘mined’. 

Quarries are owned by individuals or companies. These sell to the transporters, either directly or 

as is often the case through brokers.  

Transporters are basically entrepreneurs who own Lorries. They act both as pure transporters and 

resellers cum brokers. In the first case a contractor or any other such person goes to buy the 

materials himself from the quarry then hires the lorry to transport the materials to the site. The 

transporter only charges transport costs. 

 In the second scenario the transporter acts as a reseller. The contractor asks the transporter to 

deliver say one lorry of sand. The transporter goes buys the sand from the source say Mai Mahiu, 

factors in transports costs and a markup then delivers the material and the site owner pays. 

The second case is the most common; where the owner of the lorry acts more as a reseller than 

merely a transporter. The major reason for this is the hustle in process and time of going and 

actually purchasing from the quarry.  It makes more economic sense to the site manager order 

and have the materials delivered to the site. 

Materials   

Source  (Quarry) 

    Transporter 

Construction Site 
       Yard 



Normally the transporter (reseller) delivers directly from the source to the site. There is no reason 

to pass through the yard.  

Where the Yard Fits In 

 So what purpose does the yard which is between the quarry and the site, and which will be your 

business serve?  

Consider the yard to be a distribution point of raw materials albeit at a small scale. The yard 

owner can buy materials directly from the source but more often than not he will purchase from 

the transporters. This is more the case where the yard owner does not own a lorry.  

Whereas the contractor will often need tonnes of materials there are moments when he will need 

a single or just a few tonnes. Considering the costs it will not make business sense for the 

transporter to go to the quarry  just to buy a few tonnes; picture it to be a quarter or half of a lorry 

or 50 stones. This is where the yard comes in; it breaks bulk and lets the contractor buy as few as 

50 stones or two wheelbarrows of sand.  

Yards also sell to smaller sites conducting repairs or building at a small scale. 

Apart from the contractors there also exist many brokers at the lower levels of the business. One 

common kind of broker is the owner of a lower capacity lorry. For these and in areas where the 

quarry is at a significant distance it does not always make profitable sense to get the materials 

from the source. Thus such brokers will prefer to buy from the yard then deliver to the site.  

From above you see a yard sells materials in relatively smaller quantities. This does not mean 

that the yard will sell low volumes; the volumes could be high but the quantity per sale 

comparatively low. For instance a yard could sell 20 tonnes in quantities of a single tonne, two, 

seven or such other per sale to make the twenty tonnes.  

The consumer in this case could be a big, small contractor, individual, a fundi, institution or any 

other person who could be interested in the materials. Because the yard can sell in any quantity 

from small to large then its open to all customers. The lorry transporter on the hand will only 

have those purchasing in large quantities as customers.  

There could be slight variations to the above flow but more or less it will take the format.  

Starting: Basic Requirements 

 

The Yard Space 

The very basic requirement is the space from which to operate from; the yard.  If you don’t own 

a space then you have to hunt for one to rent. There are no set guidelines on what space is ideal 

for the business. However the space should be big enough to hold reasonable quantities of the 



type of materials that you want to stock. In the market you find yards  as small as 10 meters by 

10 meters and others as big as quarter of an acre. 

At times you might not have much option. The ideal space might not be available in the location 

and you take what is available; which could be bigger or smaller than what you need. At the very 

least look for space which could fit at least a ‘lorry’ of the materials you will be dealing with. A 

lorry because that will be the minimum quantity that you could ask from a transporter. The 

definition of a lorry will soon be clear.   

The yard should also have enough space for loading. The space you pick will also depend on 

your budget. If your budget is low then you will be compelled to go for a smaller space. And 

even when you have extra cash don’t take larger expensive space just for the sake of it.  

If you will not own the space then you will likely be leasing. Look for lease terms that give you 

enough time to recoup your investment. Think a minimum of three years. Also look at the 

premises in light of what is happening in the surrounding.  Will there be enough construction 

activities in the area in the future? Could be the yard be on a road that has been marked for 

development in the near future? 

The amount you will pay for the yard will depend on the location. 

 

Other Equipment 

 

Wheelbarrows 

The wheelbarrow is used to load and at times transport raw materials. It’s also used as a unit of 

measurement  for instance sand could be sold in units of wheelbarrows, or a certain  number 

could be make a tonne or so.Three wheelbarrows are good for a start. You can adjust as need be. 

Spades 

The spades are used to load the material into lorries or other vehicles.  Four to five spades are 

good for a start. 

 

Setting Up Costs 

The set up costs of a yard will depend on the location and the conditions that the space is at the 

time of starting. To give you an idea here is a case study of set up of an actual yard, and which 

should give you a very good idea. For now we have excluded the cost of the ‘stock’ the 

materials. 

 



Item Details (Kshs.) Total (Kshs.) 

Chainlink 2650 * 6 15,900 

Fencing Posts 230 * 60 13,800 

Clearing of Land 10* 400   4,000 

Business Permit  19,000 

Tin Structure All 30,000 

Land rent Deposit + 3 months’ rent @ 

Kshs.30, 000 per month. 

120,000 

Labour on Fencing  Kshs.1000 * 3 workmen * 3 

days 

9,000 

Labour on Tin Structure Kshs.1000 * 3 workmen * 3 

days 

9,000 

Cement 710* 5 3550 

Ballast 5 tonnes 10500 

Advertising  Banner  4000 

Gate  9,000 

Wheelbarrows  3 @ 6000 18,000 

Spades  5 @ 250 1250 

Grand Total  267,000 

   

 

Notes on Setting Up Costs 

The above set up is for a near ideal yard. You see with a fence, gate and some structures. This is 

one kind of set up. There are many other set ups which are simpler ; just an open space with the 

materials. However the above set up could be necessary if you plan to have a more formal set up 

selling items like timber and other hardware items. It also works if your yard is large. Again the 

set up will also depend on the location and what is happening in the neighbourhood.  

The ballast in this case is for covering the ground not selling. Some yards will have containers 

instead of the tin structure. This is important if in addition to the material you have delicate items 

like cement which cannot be left out in the open. Considering the cost of a container (Average 

Kshs.230, 000) then you can start with a secure tin or stone structure.  

You will also need a gate for security purposes. You might also need to employ a watchman  

which will come at an extra cost. However this depends on the dynamics of the location.  

How you set up will depend on the location. The above is simply a guideline and the particulars 

will depend on the locality, your budget and the set up you go for.  

Of course the breakdown above does not include the stock; the material to sell. 



Licenses 

If you are not transporting the materials then the license you require is a basic single business 

permit from the county government. The fee is determined which by the county government and 

size f business. The cost will vary but range between Kshs. 15,000 and Kshs. 30,000. 

Transporters pay a variety of fees from the weigh bridge, county cess and sometime even 

offloading fees. The transporter takes care of all these fees and what he should not transfer any 

amount to you  

The Materials 

Now that you have identified in the yard the next thing is to decide what kind of materials to 

stock. There are several types of building materials. However not all will sell well in a yard. For 

instance foundation stones are will be required in large quantities and it is rare to find anyone 

just buying a few pieces.  

The main common of building materials are: 

• Ballast 

• Red/ White/ River Sand 

• Black Sand ( Naivasha / Mai Mahiu)  

• Rock Sand (Washed Quarry dust) 

• Chippings / quarry dust  (Mchele / Vumbi) 

• Quarry Waste (Kirasha) 

• Hardcore 

• Foundation Stones 

• Machine dressed stones 

 

Fast Moving Materials (First Tier) 

Of the above items those that are fast moving in a yard are:  

• Ballast 

• Black Sand ( Naivasha / Mai Mahiu) 

• River Sand ( Kajiado, Machakos) 

• Machine Cut Stones 

 

Other Materials  ( Second Tier) 

There are other items that could sell but not necessarily fast. These include 

• Chippings (Mchele / Vumbi) 



• Quarry Dust (Vumbi) 

• Others  

• Rocksand (Washed Quarry Dust)  

 

Stocking  

Initially you could start with ballast, sand and stones. These are items in greater demand.  The 

second tier items will have customers but not in large numbers compared to the fast moving. You 

should be conscious of the space that you have and seek to maximize it.  

There is no need to stock a wide variety of materials which simply consume space without 

selling fast. Allocate space to the materials that are in high demand, don’t just look at the raw 

margins but also how fast they will sell. When you have extra space or on request you can then 

stock the second tier of materials. 

The kind of materials that you stock will also depend on the location of the yard relative to the 

source. In the above case we are focusing on the Kiambu, Nairobi areas. Sources of raw 

materials in this area come from Ndarugo, Gitamaiyu, Juja, Ukambani and Mai Mahiu. The 

location means a contractor can for instance choose between Ukambani river sand, or Mai Mahiu 

black sand. If the yard is not in such a central location then only a particular kind of sand could 

be available. The above should be a good guide, but base stocking decisions based on local 

reality. 

Here are a few materials and sources in the area of this particular case study: 

 

Item Production Area 

Stones, machine 

shaped 

Ndarugo in Juja 

Stones, manually 

shaped 

Ruiru, Murera. 

Eastern By-Pass 

areas 

Sand, grey in 

colour 

Mai Mahiu, 

Naivasha 

Sand, shiny or 

brown (River 

sand) 

Ukambani; Salama 

and Mwingi  



Ballast, machine 

produced 

Mlolongo , 

Ndarugo, 

Gitamaiyu 

Ballast, produced 

from hardcore 

manually  

Ruiru, Murera, 

Ndarugo, 

Gitamaiyu,  

Hardcore Ruiru, 

Murera,Gitamaiyu, 

Ndarugo 

 

 

Sourcing The Materials 

Once you have settled on what materials to have in your yard the next step is to decide where to 

source from.  

Now let’s take it you are sourcing from the transporter. In areas with significant construction 

activities transporters are easy to locate. You can see them with their lorries parked in parts of a 

center waiting for customers or on the road delivering materials. Many a fundi will also know a 

transporter.  It should not be a problem locating a transporter. Again because of the numerous 

tricks in the business its best when possible to work with references.  

The key considerations will be which transporter offers you the best deal.  

There are different types of lorries. Classification is based on actual capacity and perceptions of 

capacity. Pricing will be based on these.  

Transporters : Case Study 

Let’s take the example of a few common types of lorries in the Nairobi, Kiambu area. 

Lorry Type 1: Isuzu Giga  (Momo) 

 



Actual Tonnes: 10 

Customer Tonnes: 14 

Prices based on actual tonnes: 

Material Price per Lorry ( Kshs.) Price Per Tonne ( Kshs.) 

Ballast 21, 000 2100 

Rock Sand 20,000 1400 

Chips 14,000 2000 

 

Lorry Type 2: Scania Double Steering (Or equivalents) 

 

 

Actual Tonnes - 20  

Customer Tonnes - 25 

Prices based on actual tonnes: 

Material Price per Lorry ( Kshs.) Price Per Tonne ( Kshs.) 

Ballast 31, 000 1240 

Rock Sand 30,000 1500 

Chips 20,000 800 

Mai Mahiu Sand 30,000 1200 
 

Lorry Type 3: Tata ((Or equivalents) 

 



Actual Tonnes – 18 

Customer Tonnes – 20 

Prices based on actual tonnes: 

Material Price per Lorry ( Kshs.) Price Per Tonne ( Kshs.) 

Ballast 28, 000 1400 

Rock Sand 27,000 1350 

Chips 20,000 1000 

Mai Mahiu Sand 27,000 1350 

 

Lorry Type 4: Isuzu FSR 

 

Actual Tonnes – 13 

Customer Tonnes – 16 

Prices based on actual tonnes: 

Material Price per Lorry ( Kshs.) Price Per Tonne ( Kshs.) 

Ballast 31, 000 2385 

Rock Sand 28,000 2154 

Chips   

Mai Mahiu Sand 18,000 (15tonnes) 1200 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lorry Type 5: Isuzu CXZ /FVZ 

 

Actual Tonnes – 16 

Customer Tonnes – 22 

Prices based on actual tonnes: 

Material Price per Lorry ( Kshs.) Price Per Tonne ( Kshs.) 

Ballast   

Rock Sand 31,000 1937 

Chips   

Mai Mahiu Sand (22tonnes) 30,000 1363 

 

Lorry Type 6:  Isuzu Direct Injection (Ndai) 

 

 

Actual Tonnes – 5 tonnes 

Customer Tonnes – 7 tonnes 

Prices based on actual tonnes: 

Material Price per Lorry ( Kshs.) Price Per Tonne ( Kshs.) 

Ballast   

Rock Sand 14,000 2000 

Chips   



Mai Mahiu Sand 14,000 2000 

This lorry is rarely used to supply to yards.  

 

Actual Weigh vs Customer Weight 

Actual tonnes mean the actual tonnage of the lorry; the average weight of material it will carry in 

reality. It’s an average because it will range with the material since densities differ say between 

sand and ballast. Customer tonnes means what the lorry owner will tell the customer is the 

weight that he will deliver. The customer weight is often a lie, an exaggeration supposed to 

entice the customer. 

Knowing the existence of actual and customer weight helps guard against being swindled. The 

knowledge also helps you get a true picture the actual quantity that you will get and what 

margins to expect when reselling.  

For instance if you pay for 22 tonnes while in reality you receive 16 tonnes you first have an 

immediate loss of 6 tonnes. More so you will price under the assumption that you have 22 tonnes 

while in actual sense you have 16 tonnes. This means that you will be under pricing which will 

result in losses.  

How then is there is such a big difference between the actual and the ‘customer’ weights? Well 

first is the general ignorance among foremen, contractors and other fundis on what is the actual 

capacity of a lorry. Many have a false of confidence; they think they know but in real sense they 

are more ignorant than they realize. Transporters have realized this and fully take advantage of it. 

Ask many a foremen how to measure the volume of a lorry and they will have no clue; Ni 

kuangalia tu 

Secondly is market or rather industry perceptions. What the local market believes is the capacity 

of different lorries. The believe is not necessarily based on reality but perceptions which grow 

over time until they are entrenched. And these perceptions could change over time such that this 

year the capacity of a certain lorry could be 25 tonnes and next year drops to 20 tonnes, without 

any proper reason. 

Thirdly is the complicity between transporters and foremen or other site managers. Often the 

transporter will bribe the foreman so that he ascertains that the weight is as required and offloads 

the material. This is irrespective of whether the weight is actual or not. This means that the 

reality of what is the true weight is often swept under the carpet and is never known. 

If you are constructing a house and the transporters swindle you, then the pain will be in the 

extra cost of the building. On the other hand if you are running a yard and the transporters 

swindle you the losses will be direct and you could end up closing down the business. 



Levels of trust in this business are very low. It’s a game of wits, where the ‘clever’ takes 

advantage of the ‘fools’. There is much pressure to make profits that all tricks are used. Looks 

are not necessarily enough. Whereas a transporter could look trustworthy, and a lorry new and in 

good condition; the floor could be false and the weight simply half of what is expected. Yes 

some lorry owners will modify the floor so as to carry less quantity than what is expected of the 

lorry, but still pass it as the full capacity.  

So then how do you get to know the true weight of the material that is delivered to you by a 

transporter? The only almost sure way is to take actual measurements. Mathematically if you 

know the density of a material then you can get the weight.  

For instance the average density of sand as found in Kenya is 22kgs per cubic foot. 

Thus to get the weight that a lorry is carrying you use the formula: 

L*W*H/ 22 where the lengths are in feet. You can also convert to feet 

For Ballast the average density is 25kgs per cubic foot. 

Thus to get the weight you calculate: L*W*H/25  

You take the dimensions of the lorry by using a foot measure and for the height by inserting a 

metal bar from the top to the floor then taking the measurement. It does not hurt to do this each 

and every time unless you highly trust the transporter.  

If the volume is less then you reject the load all together or you pay for the volume that is 

contained.  

Case Study: Buying Price per Tonne 

Let us look more into the buying prices for the different lorries as listed above. To calculate the 

buying price per tonne we have used the actual tonnes. You should calculate the price per tonne 

based on the weight of the lorry after you have measured. 

Here is a tabulated comparison of the price per tonne of different types of lorries: 

 

 Lorry 1 

(Momo)  

(Kshs.) 

Lorry 2 

(Double 

Sterling) 

(Kshs.) 

Lorry 3 

(Tata) 

(Kshs.) 

Lorry 4 

(FSR) (Kshs.) 

Lorry 5 

(CXZ/FVZ) 

(Kshs.) 

Lorry 6 

(D.Injection) 

(Kshs.) 

Ballast 2100 1550 1400 2385   

Mai Mahiu 

Sand 

2000 1500 1350  1363 2000 

River Sand 1400 1500 1350 2154 1937 2000 

Chips  1000 1000 1200   

 



From the above you see the price per tonne is more dependent on perception of weight rather 

than the actual cost, otherwise irrespective of the lorry type then the price should be more or less 

same. In the above case even some bigger capacity lorries are more expensive than the smaller 

lorries. 

When ordering you should go for the kind of vehicle that gives the best price per deal. Don’t just 

look at the size of the lorry, but the actual price per tonne.  

The ‘lorry’ price could be different from one area to another, or like we mentioned could change 

over time. So the best measure is always to calculate the price per tonne. 

In the above case the Tata offers the best deal. As an aside in the study area Tata are one the 

most common kind trucks. This is because at some point it was relatively easy to acquire the 

trucks. All that was needed was to make a deposit of Kshs.300,000 to Kshs.500,000, then pay the 

rest using monthly installments of around Kshs.150,000. Because of this Tata owners are under 

more pressure to at least make enough money to pay the installment. This combined with the fact 

that there are more of them results in higher price based competition among the Tata and 

equivalents compared to other types of lorries. 

Every area could have different dynamics. At the end it’s to calculate the price per tonne for 

whatever vehicle and go for the cheapest.  

The prices above are also guidelines; there could be differences based on the transporter and 

location.  

Case Study: Revenue & Margins 

Let’s use the above figures to get an idea of the margins. Here is a case study of selling prices 

from one of the yards located in the area: 

 

 Lorry 1 (Kshs) Lorry 2 (Kshs) Lorry 3 (Kshs) Lorry 4 ((Kshs) Lorry 5 (Kshs) Lorry 6 (Kshs) 

 BP SP M BP SP M BP SP M BP SP M BP SP M BP SP M 

Ballast 2100 2500 400 1550 2500 950 1400 2500 1100 2385 2500 115  2500     

MM 

Sand 

2000 1300 -700 1500 1300 -200 1350 1700 350    1363 1300 -63 2000 2500  

River 

Sand 

1400 2500 1100 1500 2500 1000 1350 2500 1150 2154 2500 346 1937 2500 563 2000 2500  

Chips    1000   1000   2100         

 

In the above case the yard owner will make the highest margins when he purchases from the 

Tata. You can only charge as much despite the price at which you buy at. This is because the 

market can only take as much and there is what is perceived as the range. And where there are 

many yards there will be a lot of price based competition 

The Tata will not always offer the best deal; it only does in this particular case. At other times 

one type of lorry could offer a fair deal for one kind of material say ballast and another lorry is 



cheaper when it comes to sand. At the end what you are aiming for is to buy at the lowest price 

possible. 

Often there will be a level of negotiations by the buyers so always leave room for that. But work 

with margins of at least 20%. 

Margins will be enhanced by the ‘crude’ measurements used in the business. For instance in this 

particular area for whatever reason a tonne is defined as 8 wheelbarrows, this is irrespective of 

whether its sand or ballast. The size of the wheelbarrow is also not well defined. Hence you will 

find you will at times find that the 8 wheelbarrows are less than a tonne depending on the size of 

the wheelbarrow, to what level its filled and the material itself. The eight wheelbarrows which 

are supposed to be a tonne, for example, could be as low as 0.25 tonnes for ballast or 0.6 tonnes 

when it comes to sand.  

In the above case let us assume you start with a stock of 20 tonnes of river sand, 20 tonnes of mai 

mahiu sand, and 20 tonnes of ballast.  

The costs and expected margins will be as follows after selling the whole batch will be: 

 

Material Buying Price 

(Kshs.) 

Selling Price 

(Kshs.) 

Margins  (Kshs.) 20 Tonnes 

Margin 

(Kshs.) 

Ballast 1400 2500 1100 22000 

MM Sand 1350 1700 350  7000 

River Sand 1350 2500 1150 23000  

Total    52,000 

 

From the example above selling 20 tonnes of each of the three materials will result in a profit of 

Kshs.52000. The margins could be slightly higher or lower depending on negotiations, whether 

you are selling using casual ‘wheelbarrow’  measurements, buying and selling prices.  

Profits will depend on your costs. Other than the costs of the material the other major costs will 

be rent. 

How long you take to sell a quantity will determine you profits. For instance if in the above case 

it takes three months to sell the 20 tonnes then you are likely to suffer losses. If takes three days 

then you will making good profit.  Your goal should be to sell as much as possible within the 

shortest time possible.  

A yard also acts as a display of sorts; there are customers who will see running yard, assume you 

have a lorry or that you are more knowledgabale when it comes to building materials and hence 

order large quantities nay lorries and lorries for their site. This happens more often than not and 



especially if your yard inspires confidence. Consequently you should build relationships with 

reliable and trustworthy transporters.  

You can increase your revenue streams by stocking related items and which your customers 

could use. Cement comes to mind, although the margins from cement are on the lower side vis 

vis to the price. Other items include nails, timber, metal bars and related items.  

The major costs in the business are rent and the cost of materials. Other significant costs are 

security, manpower and marketing. 

Revenue will be influenced by: 

• Source of material 

• Marketing  

• Location  

• Revenue streams 

Because most of these factors are also used to differentiate, we have included more detail on the 

same in the competition section.  

A Note on Stones 

First the biggest advantage with stones is that you can physically count them. Hence as much as 

there are cases of under delivery with stones it’s not as common as with other materials. 

Although there still exist manually cut stones the trend nowadays is to have machine cut stones.  

Stones  can either be machine cut stones which are used in building, and foundation stones which 

are ‘ rough’ and used when laying the foundation. The latter are not fast moving in yards. 

Machine cut stones come in two major sizes : width 6 inches and 9 inches.  

Buying prices range between Kshs.20 and Kshs. 30. The difference will be based partially on 

location and transported, and partially on quality. There could be slight difference in quality 

although some customers might not notice the difference.  

Selling prices are usually per piece. In the above case study they have priced both the 6 and 9 the 

same at Kshs.48 per piece.   

Winning Customers 

There is no laid down formula to win customers. But there are some good practices which could 

help. The basic is a good location of which we have touched about a little. Locating in an area 

with lots of construction activities going on. Still to do with location is having the yard in an 

easily accessible.  



Customers will keep off from yards which are difficult to access say for their vehicles unless 

there is such a big price advantage that it makes it worth. Ideally the yard should be visible; it 

helps in marketing; the reason most yards are located along the roads. 

Apart from location the other key and important way to win customers is through networking.  

Build relationships with those in the construction industry and likely to purchase from you. 

These include foremen, fundis, low capacity lorry drivers and owners, transporters and basically 

anyone who could be in need of construction materials. Some will be brokers and will thus 

demand lower prices.  

You have to be flexible depending on the quantities involved and the prospects of a customer 

becoming long term. Foremen, fundis, brokers and transporters are most likely to become long 

term customers than individual owners who are likely to build just a single house. 

Depending on what is happening in the area and competition you could have early opening 

hours. There are fundis, foremen or site owners who will want to buy materials early morning 

before the work day begins. To target this group of customers you can open say by 7am.  

In the end you can just wait for walk in customers but have to go out there and hustle for 

business. 

Manpower 
You can run a small yard on your own if you are present on a full time basis. Otherwise you will 

need an assistant to make sales when you are away. If the yard is busy you will also need an 

assistant to help in the day to day operations and duties like loading.  

Although a yard assistant is a low skill job it’s good to get am employee who understands the 

business and can also sell, especially if you are not running the yard fulltime. Most important 

you will need a fairly honest employee. There is always a chance of the assistant making sales in 

your absence without you realizing it. For instance it will be hard to notice a wheelbarrow or two 

from a heap of 40 tonnes of sand.  

Whereas you might not totally control this, you don’t want an assistant who makes it a habit or 

steals large quantities. You also don’t want an employee who colludes with the transporters to 

supply less quantity than you are paying for. In such cases the transporter will give the assistant 

some cash say a thousand so that he can confirm to you the quantity is right even when it could 

be tonnes less. 

At times it could be necessary to hire loaders on temporary basis. This is when you are selling 

large quantities. In that case you agree with the loaders what amount to pay.  

 



Competition  

Overview 

Competition in the materials yard business has been increasing driven by the real estate growth, 

and the need for small quantities of materials. The business has also attracted those who want to 

get into the building materials business without really investing in transport. A yard requires a 

lesser investment compared to buying a lorry.   

There are also transporters who start yards as stocking and distribution points. From the yard 

they can quickly load and transport materials to sites. This in addition to selling in small 

quantities like the rest of the yards. Such kind of yards owned by transporters are the biggest 

threat since they have the ability to offer lower prices compared to yards who buy from 

transporters. 

There are also the ‘mobile’ yards; low capacity lorries which are stocked with materials mostly 

sand and ballast,  which park in some areas waiting for customers. Although some will only sell 

the whole load there are those who will sell in small quantities.  These provide competition 

although not in the real sense of a yard. 

The key barrier to entry in the yard business is space; enough space in the right location to set up 

in the business. As more of the land is developed good space for a yard is becoming harder to 

get. Nowadays you find small yards which can only hold 15 or so tonnes of sand operating from 

roadsides which are basically properties of the government.  

At times when space is available the rent is too high to make a business feasible. All this should 

not discourage you, rather use the information to prepare for what to expect. Then the conditions 

in your local area could be favourable. 

Another barrier, though of a lesser degree is lack of enough information of the business. The 

unstructured nature of the business discourages some who are not aware where to start or the 

tricks to expect. This should not be a barrier per se; well this guide should jump start you; but 

you can start local research with visits to the yards in the neighbourhood, talk to fundis and 

transporters. Identify if there is opportunity the start looking for space. 

What Competition Is Based On 

Competition in the business is based on: 

Price – Price is one way yards use to differentiate. Although in some area yard owners could 

collude and decide what to sell materials at or there could be what is agreed as the market there 

is what is agreed as the standard price, there is always room for negotiations. And this room is 

what some yards take advantage to offer low prices than the competition. Keeping everything 

constant the building responds positively to low prices  



Variety of products – While one yard could only have sand and ballast, another could have a 

variety to include the above two and also stones, chips, hardcore and more. This could be used to 

maximize space, but also to have an edge over the competition. 

Location – Competition will also by locating in the most strategic of areas. Often there are new 

yard which will outdo their competition by simply locating in visible, easy to access areas. 

Location will not be an advantage if not matched by availability of product and market friendly 

prices. Even with the best of locations you will still need to do some level of marketing. 

Networks – There are yards which compete by expanding their networks within the local 

building ‘industry’. Hence you will find relatively small yards selling tonnes of materials 

compared to the competition by building and utilizing networks. A yard is not the kind of 

business that you set up and wait for the customers, relations matter. Build and make use of 

them. 

Sourcing – Yards also compete by trying to source in the most efficient and cost effective 

manner. This way they get an advantage in terms of price, which translates to hire margins per 

unit. If you source at a higher price or a ‘swindled’ by the transporters then you will be at a 

disadvantage compared to your competitors who could have bought at better prices.  

Revenue Streams – Some yards compete by offering more of related building materials. 

Whereas some will diversify to become full hardware many focus on key related items like 

timber, nails, cement. These extra items not help widen the sources of revenue but could end up 

offering all rounded purchase convenience for the customers.  

 


