
 

Instructions for Preliminary Notice & Mechanics’ Lien 

Step 1: 20-day Preliminary Notice.   

Is your contract with the project owner or someone else, such as a general  contractor? 

• If project owner:  Preliminary Notice is optional. Go on to step 2. 

• If someone other than project owner: Serve Preliminary Notice to owner, general contractor, 
and lender within 20 days after you start work. (If it’s been more than 20 days, serve it 
anyway; you can lien for work or material furnished from 20 days ago until the project ends) 

Step 2: Project comes to a halt (finished or suspended indefinitely).  

Has owner recorded a Notice of Completion or Notice of Cessation?  

• NO:  You have 90 days after work ceases to serve and record the Mechanics’ Lien. Go on to 
step 3. 

• YES:  Is your contract with the project owner or someone else, such as a general (prime) 
contractor? 

o If someone other than project owner:  You have 30 days after work ceases to serve 
and record the mechanics’ lien. Go on to step 3. 

o If project owner:  You have 60 days after work ceases to serve and record mechanics’ 
lien. Go on to step 3. 

Step 3:  Complete, serve, and record Mechanics’ Lien within permitted time limit.  

Fill out the Mechanics’ Lien (see example). 

Mail 1 copy each of the lien, Notice of Mechanics’ Lien, and Proof of Service Affidavit (unsigned) to the 
owners at their residence address, business address, or the address listed on the building permit. If 
you absolutely cannot locate the owner, you can serve it on the construction lender or original 
contractor.   

You can mail the lien by registered mail, certified mail, or first class mail with Certificate of Mailing 
(available at the U.S. Post Office). Sign the Proof of Service Affidavit once you’ve mailed it. 

Make a copy of the Mechanics’ Lien, Notice of Mechanics’ Lien, and (signed) Proof of Service Affidavit 
for your records. Keep that along with the proof of mailing (registered receipt, return receipt, or 
Certificate of Mailing).  

Record the original Mechanics’ Lien, along with the Notice of Mechanics’ Lien and the (signed) Proof 
of Service Affidavit, at the County Recorder’s office. 

You now have 90 days to foreclose on the lien if not paid. Don’t wait till the last day! It requires some 
prep time. 

Step 4: Foreclose on the Mechanics’ Lien if not paid. 

See an attorney or use a book such as California Mechanics’ Liens and Related Construction Remedies, 
from CEB Publishing, for more information about the foreclosure lawsuit.   



 

 



 

  



 



Mechanics Lien Timeline for Contractors and Subcontractors 
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