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Welcome
This essential guide to home improvement is
brought to you by the Federation of Master
Builders (FMB), the sign of building quality

I

t’s about helping you to make your home a better place to live; better looking,
more energy efficient, more suitable to the way you live your life and more
valuable if you decide to sell up one day.

This guide starts right at the beginning, with tips to help you find the right builder
(and avoid the rogues), how you can work together to achieve the house of your
dreams (without the nightmares), plus TV presenter and architect George Clarke
shares his top tips for creating more space in your home.
We tell you how to build a better relationship with your builder and we explain in
plain English exactly what you should know about planning permission, Building
Regulations and using a written contract.
You will find helpful advice from FMB builders on everything from building your
own home to a small garage conversion and everything in between, from the loft
to the basement and the driveway to the back garden. We also have plenty to say
on the best energy-efficiency measures to make your home more comfortable
and cheaper to run.

Editor – Matt Brereton
MattBrereton@fmb.org.uk
Production co-ordinator –
Sarah Gumbrell
productionservices@burrows.co.uk
Design and layout – Andrea Perrin
Advertising –
generalservices@burrows.co.uk

You’ll see pictures of the most inspirational projects throughout the guide, all of
which have been recognised by our expert panel of judges for the FMB Master
Builder of the Year Awards.

Print manager – Bill Griffiths
bill.griffiths@centaur.co.uk

www.fmb.org.uk
http://blog.fmb.org.uk
@fmbuilders

With special thanks to:
Beatrice Orchard, Emma Shean,
Michael Holmes and all contributors
of editorial content.
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Nail the

rogues

Every year in the UK an estimated 89,000 householders are fleeced
by rogue door-to-door traders masquerading as professionals
HOW TO CHOOSE A BUILDER
Don’t despair; there are plenty of steps you can take to avoid being
ripped off by a rogue trader or a bad builder.
Always start by asking family, friends and neighbours to recommend
builders they have used recently. Produce a detailed written brief of the
work you want done, including plans and drawings. This is worth the
effort, being as specific about what you want as possible will make a
huge difference to the quotes you get back. Builders will often work
closely with an architect and will always help you to find someone to
prepare the plans and drawings.
For high-value projects costing more than £30,000 make sure you think
about using an architect, or surveyor and try to choose one that is
registered with the Royal Institute of British Architects, the Chartered
Institute of Building or the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors.
Don’t be shy about asking the builders for references from previous
customers and following them up with a phone call or visit to see their
work for yourself.

T

hey’ll try to sell anything from
roofing repairs, guttering and
gardening services to path and
driveway work. These rogue traders
frighten their potential targets by
suggesting that their homes have loose
tiles, problems with pointing, damp or
guttering or that the driveway is in
need of repair.
Then there are the horror stories on TV
about loft conversion nightmares and
kitchen extension disasters. It’s not really
surprising that consumer confidence in
the home improvement industry is low.
Citizens Advice receives around 60,000
complaints every year about general
building work and home improvements,
although there are still more complaints
about the used car sector.
It’s not an exaggeration to say choosing
the right builder makes the difference
between having your dream home and
facing financial ruin, and money isn’t
the only thing at risk if the builder turns
out to be less professional than
originally promised. According to
research, a whopping 43% of people
who have building work done on their
home suffer stress, arguments and
sleepless nights.
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Check that the builder has the appropriate level of public liability
insurance for your job. It’s not a legal requirement, but any building
firm that joins the FMB must provide evidence of their public liability
insurance cover.
When you are ready, always invite at least three contractors to visit
the project site, give them your plans and ask them to quote. Check
that the quotations include everything that you would like doing –
including removal of rubbish and all those finishing touches. And make
sure the quotes are itemised. You want to see a separate cost for every
item and every different aspect of the project – don’t settle for a lump
sum at the end of a few bullet points.
However tempting it might be, don't award a job on price alone.
Consider the references and how well you got on with the builder.
You will have a lot to discuss over the coming weeks or months
and you must be able to understand one another.
Be clear about your budget, but build in some contingency funding
for yourself. 15% of the total cost of the work is usually about right.
Agree a payment plan to suit you and your builder, never pay
the full cost of the project up front and don’t be pressured
into letting the builder start work before you are ready.
Always draw up a written contract with your builder, you can
download template contracts for free on the FMB website,
www.fmb.org.uk
If you can't get a recommendation from friends or family, you can
search for local FMB builders on the FMB website at
www.fmb.org.uk/fab

WHY USE AN FMB
BUILDER?
In order to join the FMB, a building firm
must:
• Have been trading for a minimum
of 12 months;
• Pass an inspection of a job in
progress;
• Provide details of their employer
and public liability insurance and
undergo a number of background
checks.
Every FMB member agrees to follow
the FMB’s Code of Practice. Clients
have access to the FMB’s dispute
resolution service should anything
go wrong with the project. Most of
the time, nothing will go wrong, but
the FMB’s dispute resolution and
independent adjudication service
should provide extra peace of mind.
All FMB members can offer clients a
warranty on their work and the FMB's
insurance broker has a product on offer
for every kind of building project, from
the smallest of porches or internal
alterations through to the largest
extensions, loft conversions and even
new homes. For a fraction of the
contract value, a warranty will provide
protection before, during and after the
completion of any project.
On top of all this, FMB members
can register with TrustMark, the
government-backed scheme for
tradespeople. The FMB is the largest
and one of the original TrustMark
Scheme Operators. The TrustMark
scheme is supported by the
Government, the building industry,
retailers and consumer protection
groups.
To register with TrustMark, a builder
or tradesperson must agree to an
inspection of their work every three
years. It’s the only government
kitemark for endorsed builders and
specialist trades people.
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HOW THE FMB'S
FIND A BUILDER
SERVICE WORKS
• The FMB asks for some details of
your project, where it is, the type of
work and whether you are looking
for a specialist in any particular trade.
• The FMB matches your project to
local FMB member firms.
• Up to five members can express an
interest in quoting for your job.
• Only five builders will ever be able to
contact you using the contact details
you provide, and you will be given
their contact details.
• You can withdraw your job at any
time and you can add feedback once
the project is complete.
To find an FMB builder, visit
www.fmb.org.uk/fab
You can visit the FMB Blog at any time
for the latest inspiration and tips on
every aspect of home improvement
http://blog.fmb.org.uk

NAIL THE ROGUES
The FMB has linked up with
Trading Standards and TrustMark
to help spot and avoid rogue
traders. Don’t forget, they ruin
things for good builders as well
as for unsuspecting or vulnerable
homeowners. We have produced
window stickers that you can put
in your window to warn off any
rogues. The back of the sticker also
has our top tips for getting rid of
rogue traders, as well as a contact
number for Trading Standards.
Visit the website to order your
free stickers and information leaflet
www.nailtherogues.org.uk

DON’T ANSWER TO COLD CALLERS
• If a cold caller knocks at your door tell them you don’t buy from cold callers,
politely ask them to leave and shut the door.
• If the cold caller tries to stop you closing the door, call 999 and ask for the
police.
• Report suspicious incidents to Trading Standards on 08454 04 05 06.
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It’s a

team effort

You’ve dreamed and planned, found a piece of land, you’re almost
there with the finances and your architect’s on board. All you need
now is a main contractor, and you can turn those dreams into reality
So when is it time to call in a builder?
“It’s always good to start meeting builders early in the process,” says Ben. “Start
by asking your friends and family for a recommendation and use the Find A
Builder service on the FMB website to find local members that may be interested
in the work.”

Ben Clear

M

any people spend a lifetime
planning their dream home
right down to the tiniest
detail, but until they engage a
builder it’s unlikely the project will
ever get off the ground. Finding the
right builder is crucial, and getting
them on board early on in the
process is also key, as they can talk
you through the design process, let
you know how much the architect’s
drawings will actually cost to build –
and even save you money by
suggesting neat solutions to any
problems the plans throw up. Ben
Clear, of CRB Building & Roofing in
Eastbourne, has lost count of the
number of times he’s helped a client
get their blueprints off the drawing
board and out of the ground.
“People wanting to complete
building projects in their homes
have followed a traditional process
relatively unchanged since the
19th century: you meet an architect,
you like their ideas; you employ
them to draw them up; you revise
the drawings until you’re happy;
then planning and building
regulations are sought and finally
ask builders to quote,” says Ben.
“But it’s only at this last step that
you find out how much it costs.
It’s not surprising then that many
projects fail at this point, when the
homeowner finally discovers that,
despite their best intentions, the
works exceed their budget.”
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Some firms may charge a small flat fee to work through a theoretical idea with you.
As Ben points out: “We we were spending a lot of our time assisting people for free,
when only around 10% became clients. So now we ask for a nominal £75 plus VAT
to prepare detailed budgets following a meeting on site. We then offer this back by
way of a voucher to spend on any of our services should the work proceed. This
enables us to spend more time on the detail. The service has become so popular
that architects we work with have started factoring it in to their own prices, so they
can give clients a true reflection of what their drawings will cost to actually build.
I’ve not yet heard of any other builders offering the service, but there’s nothing to
say you can’t suggest the same idea to your builder to help you get more accurate
budgets in place when still at the planning stage.”

So what are the main benefits of working together with client
and architect while the plans are still being drawn up?
According to Ben, these are fairly evident: “Experienced builders have a wealth of
knowledge when it comes to what things cost. Simply having your builder assess
the drawings before they are finalised and asking for their honest feedback is a
great way of saving money.”
Remember the builder puts a great deal on the line during any project – not only
will they be out of pocket until their bills are paid by the client, but they also take a
risk that they have accurately priced the work in the first place. Getting the architect
and the builder together before costs are finalised allows the builder to suggest
cost-effective alternatives and can bring the whole cost down.”

So is it a good idea to work
with a builder who has a prior
relationship with your architect?
“It can be a very good idea to choose
an architect and builder who have
experience of each other, so do ask for
referrals and references,” advises Ben.
“Their previous relationship should
mean a good line of communication
between them, which can benefit you
financially. However, there are benefits
for clients whose architect isn’t overfamiliar with their builder too – if
something goes wrong, professional
distance between the builder and
architect can allow for a dispute
resolution that may be more
independent. The FMB offers this
service to all member firms and their
clients, so that’s also something worth
taking into consideration when
choosing your contractor.”

So in what ways could the right builder actually help save you
money in the long term?
Ben has a host of examples. “Your builder’s knowledge can save you money.
For example, an architect may specify a certain insulation because the
manufacturer offers handy online tools to help architects work out what type to
use and how thick it should be. But that product may be harder and more costly
to acquire than other alternatives that offer the same performance. We always look
at all the products listed by an architect and suggest any products with the same
performance that cost less. More complex discussions can pivot around details like
the wall or roof design. For instance, some architects are sceptical of truss roofs for
extensions, but these pre-formed trusses can often be used on quite complex roofs.
We’ve introduced trusses into designs on many occasions, saving thousands of
pounds for our clients.”

But what if you just don’t
feel ready to choose a contractor yet?

Would a builder really
price a job too keenly?

“Well, that’s where the idea of ‘design and build’
comes in,” says Ben. “This saves the client
money by exploiting the combined expertise
of the architect and builder as they seek to win
a tender with both a design that not only
meets the client’s brief, but also offers them
better value for money than any of the other
tenders. This works on very large projects as
the architect and the builder are more inclined
to prepare designs and costs speculatively
before securing any promise of paid works.”

“In my experience this is one
of the most common mistakes
made by clients,” replies Ben.
“I’ve regularly lost jobs to
builders who submit a
significantly lower figure than
us, only to see those projects
stop halfway through, probably
because the builder just walked
off the job because he couldn’t
deliver on such a tight budget.”

And can you get this collaborative approach to save you money on
your project?
“One way is a leap of faith; you stick with one builder throughout the process and
trust them not to overprice any of the works,” says Ben. “This is a leap too far for
some people. The other way is to have your architect check through the pricing and
identify any areas they feel may be high, or possibly even low, which could help to
protect both parties. I’ve seen this approach work well in practice, especially where
a surveyor is used to assess the costs the builder provides. The builder will be
unlikely to submit excessive costs as they know they are being carefully assessed.”

So what are the golden rules
when getting an accurate
costing for your project?
Easy, says Ben: “If it sounds too good
to be true in building, then it is! Do
your research and ask lots of questions.
“If you’re following the ‘three quote’
route, lay all the quotes side by side
and start forming a list of questions.
We produce pages and pages of
detailed notes for our clients so they
know exactly what they’re paying for.
If your builder hasn’t done this, it’s
difficult for you to know what’s included
and what isn’t, and will inevitably lead
to disputes during the project. Don’t
forget: it’s your project, your home
and your money, so if anyone in the
process isn’t recognising that then you
shouldn’t be employing them. Getting
the right team of people behind you
will lead to a successfully project for all
involved and leave you with the home
you wanted.”
CRB Building & Roofing is an
FMB member firm from Eastbourne
in Sussex. Visit their website at
www.crbcontractors.co.uk for more
details and to contact them about
your project.
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Choosing a trusted

tradesman

Finding someone reliable and trustworthy is a priority when you have
work that needs professional expertise. The good news is there are
thousands of professional, skilled and legitimate tradesmen in the UK
providing a quality service. TrustMark offers advice on how to find them

F

inding a tradesman with the right
skill set and the right approach to
your job requirements can save
you money, time and frustration.
TrustMark is the only national ‘find
a tradesman’ scheme operating to
government-endorsed standards. We
advise all homeowners to only use
reputable firms they know, or that have
been assessed and inspected and are
qualified to carry out the required work.
Recent research* by TrustMark
revealed that almost 94% of people
would have more confidence and trust
in tradesmen if they had undergone a
full vetting and inspection process to
ensure their work met an industry
standard – exactly the safeguards
which TrustMark provides.

HOW DO I FIND A
GOOD TRADESMAN?
Choosing a trustworthy tradesman is
worth taking your time over. By doing
your research and finding out as much
information as you can about the
tradesman you plan to use, you can
ensure your home improvements and
repairs will be carried out properly.
You already know that it’s a good idea
to try and start the process by getting
a personal recommendation from
family and friends. But if you are
not able to take this approach, the
government-approved TrustMark
website is another good place to start www.trustmark.org.uk. The website
lists more than 23,500 licensed trades.
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Be wary of some ‘customer feedback’
websites as the reviews may only
provide a limited amount of consumer
protection. With TrustMark you can
check the credentials of any tradesman
you are considering taking on to
ensure they are legitimate and licensed
for the trade you are asking them to
carry out. By using a TrustMark
registered tradesman you will also have
the ability to register a complaint in the
event something should go wrong.
Above all, never hire someone who
knocks on your door pushing for work.
Say no, close the door and if necessary
contact the police. By following this
advice you can be safe in the
knowledge that you are protecting
your home and sanity by only taking
on quality and trustworthy tradesmen.
It will also ultimately cost you less,
because any repairs or maintenance
will last longer and add more value to
your home.
The Federation of Master Builders is
the largest and the original TrustMark
scheme operator, and all FMB members
are eligible to join this governmentbacked scheme for builders and
specialist trades, (www.fmb.org.uk).
Further information about TrustMark
and how to find a local registered firm
is available at www.trustmark.org.uk

* TrustMark’s research was conducted by Atomik
Research on 21 June 2013 among a representative
UK sample of 1,000 homeowners, aged 18+.

Working

with your builder

The dos, don’ts and everything in between

B

uilding or renovating your
home can be stressful at
the best of times, however
you can prepare yourself for
circumstances that are unplanned
well before the sledgehammer
connects with your wall.
The recipe for success really is
about building a good relationship
with your builder, so that you
learn to fully trust and understand
what is happening at every stage
of the project.

PUT PEN TO PAPER
It is vital to get a written
agreement between you and
your builder prior to any work
commencing on your property.
Without this you have little
to back you up should
misunderstandings arise further
down the line. Your written
agreement should include:
• Exactly what work will be
completed;
• Cost of work;
• When the project will start
and finish;
• A payment schedule.
You can download template
contracts for free on the
FMB website at
www.fmb.org.uk/contracts

THE CHECKLIST
You’ve found a builder that you are
happy with, a written agreement has
been signed and the costs and
timings agreed…now what? Take a
read through the checklist below to
ensure you are prepared for what’s
about to happen, because once work
starts, it’s hard to hit rewind!
• Before work begins, make sure
you have all necessary permissions
for the planned work
• Clear away or cover anything that
will be near where the work will be
taking place.
• Agree on where the skip will be
located, and where tools and
materials should be stored.
• Set your house rules such as
where to take boots off, which
areas need dust sheets or covers
and whether the builders can use
your bathroom.
• If you don’t want the builders to
use the bathroom, tell the main
contractor in advance so he can
plan and cost a portable loo.
• Keep your children and pets away
from the work. It may be wise to
consider moving out for some,
or all, of the project.
• Consider appointing a project
manager – your builder may
offer this service, you could do
it yourself or use a third party. Your
project manager needs to be able
to reach you at all times and
potentially make decisions on
your behalf.
• Stay in constant communication
with your builder and any project
manager and organise frequent
meetings. If problems arise, always
talk them through.
• Try not to change your mind
during the work as it can add to
your costs. If you do, agree the
changes in writing together with
any additional costs.

A HEAVENLY BUILDER
(Yes they do exist!)
Ian and Susan Wilbur wanted a new extension to
replace an out-dated conservatory used as a dining
room for their bed and breakfast business. They
specifically wanted the new extension to blend
with their 170-year-old property, which meant they
needed a builder with expert skills in stonemasonry.
M Gaffney & Sons won the tender and Ian and
Susan were delighted with their decision when
they realised Michael Gaffney went out of his
way to accommodate the needs of their family
and business.
“Nothing was too much trouble,” said Ian. “We
were updated daily on progress, and Michael
went out of his way to make sure our business
wasn’t disrupted.”
Towards the end of the build Michael realised the
extension would result in a small step into the
dining area, which would prove difficult for the
couple’s disabled daughter and any disabled B&B
guests. To make sure this wasn’t a problem he
raised the floor to make it the same level, allowing
wheelchair access to the new extension. Two doors
also had to be remade to fit the new conservatory
extension, and Michael absorbed the costs for this.
“We wanted something quite specific that matched
the rest of the property,” Ian said. “The extension
now has the ‘wow factor’ we wanted, which has
enhanced our business.”
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Understanding
planning permission

As a homeowner, you have overall responsibility to ensure that your
building project complies with all relevant planning rules and
regulations, but don’t worry, it’s not half as daunting as it sounds

Y

our local council’s planning office
will be able to advise you on
what permissions you require.
You’ll want to think about getting a
professional to draw the plans for your
project, and don’t forget to seek advice
from your builder.
If it is required, planning permission
should be granted before any work
begins.

find a number of useful interactive
guides on the permitted development
rules on the Planning Portal website
www.planningportal.gov.uk/permission
In 2012, the planning process for large
single-storey extensions was simplified:
• If you live in a terraced or semidetached house you can build a
single-storey rear extension of up
to six metres from the rear wall of
the original house without applying
for planning permission.
• If you live in a detached house
you can build a single-story rear
extension up to eight metres from
the rear wall of the original house
without applying for planning
permission.

DO I NEED PLANNING
PERMISSION?
Lots of home improvements will
require planning permission, including
increasingly popular microgeneration
projects. If you live in a conservation
area, an Area of Outstanding National
Beauty, a World Heritage Site, or on the
Norfolk or Suffolk Broads you will
almost certainly need permission.
There are also specific requirements for
listed properties, which you will need
to check.

WHAT ABOUT
PERMITTED
DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS?
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Permitted Development Rights allow
you to make some changes to your
house without the need for planning
permission. Permitted Development
Rights can apply to loft conversions,
extensions, conservatories,
outbuildings and porches. You will

You still need to tell the council and
send the planning department a copy
of your plan showing the site and
proposed extension. The council will
then notify any adjoining properties
and give your neighbours 21 days to
raise any objections. The council then
has a second 21-day period to give
you permission to start your extension,
or ask you to make adjustments.

TELL THE NEIGHBOURS
It’s important to keep the neighbours
onside. The reaction of your
neighbours is an obvious factor that
can affect whether or not you will be
granted permission. Involve them in
the design and talk to them about the
builder you have chosen.

PARTY WALLS
Discussing your plans with the
neighbours will also ease the way if
you need a Party Wall Agreement. In
England and Wales, work carried out on
a part of your property that adjoins
your neighbours’ must comply with
the Party Wall Act 1996. The Party Wall
Agreement covers work that might

have an effect on the structural strength
or support function of any wall on the
boundary line, including garden walls.
Details of the proposed work must
be officially notified to the affected
neighbour and no work may start until
all neighbouring parties have agreed in
writing to the notice. It is good practice
to record the state of neighbouring
properties before work starts and again
at the completion of the work. You are
responsible for repairing any damage.

WHAT IS A LAWFUL
DEVELOPMENT
CERTIFICATE?
If you are unsure, the best advice is to
always check with your council first. You
can even apply to your local council for
a Lawful Development Certificate if you
just want to be certain that your project
doesn't require planning permission, or
if you want to check that the existing
use of a building is lawful for planning
purposes.
The local water authority may also
need to be informed if work at ground
level involves changes to any
underground drainage.

PLANNING PERMISSION
AROUND THE UK
ENGLAND AND WALES
If you live in England and Wales
more information is available at:
www.planningportal.gov.uk
Scotland
If you live in Scotland more
information is available at:
www.scotland.gov.uk/topics/
planning-building
Northern Ireland
If you live in Northern Ireland more
information is available at:
www.planningni.gov.uk

Understanding building

regulations
The building control process exists to ensure
your new home or extension is safe, well-built
and energy-efficient, reaching standards set
for today’s homes, by the Building Regulations

I

n this article, Local Authority
Building Control explains how the
process can help to safeguard your
home, as well as your neighbours.

I HAVE PLANNING
PERMISSION, IS THAT
ENOUGH?
Not all building works require planning
permission; however most do require
building control approval. For example,
structural alterations, ie removing loadbearing walls or chimney breasts,
home extensions, loft and garage
conversions, will all need building
control approval.
Even if you have planning permission,
you are still likely to need a separate
building control approval as well.
You are required by law to submit a
Building Regulations Application and
if you are unsure whether your work
will need building control approval
your local council building control
team will be happy to advise you.
Use our postcode search at
www.labc.uk.com to find your local
building control team.
There are three types of applications
for building regulation approval:
• A full plans application is where
detailed plans and calculations are
submitted to your local council
building control team and are
checked by a surveyor to make
sure they meet the regulations. This
gives you peace of mind that the
work your builder is pricing for
meets the regulations and ensures
that the work on site will comply
and be approved.

• Building notices are usually used
for minor works such as removing a
load-bearing wall. A simple form and
site plan are submitted to your local
council building control team and
work is assessed by a surveyor on
site to ensure it meets the building
regulation standards.
• A regularisation application is used
after work has taken place that hasn’t
been subject to an application. A
retrospective application is usually
used for building work that was
carried out without any sort of
approval and is quite often needed
by solicitors to legalise building work
when properties are bought and
sold. Acceptance is based on the
local council building control
surveyor’s assessment of the work
and any remedial work undertaken.

HOW CAN LOCAL
AUTHORITY BUILDING
CONTROL HELP?
Our qualified building control surveyors
will check your plans to ensure your
proposed design and product specification
meet the full range of building standards
including: structural integrity; fire safety;
acoustic performance; ventilation;
accessibility; and energy efficiency.
Identifying potential problems at this stage
will save you time, trouble and expense.
When you and your builder are ready to
start on site, we will agree a schedule of
inspections, to enable us to check the
works at critical stages of construction
and help you and your builder with any
technical queries as the build progresses.
We offer a same-day inspection service
and are always just at the end of the
telephone.
At the end of the project we will provide
you with a completion certificate, which
you will need when you come to sell your
home and we will retain copies of both
your plans and certificate should you need
them in the future.
Local Authority Building Control is
completely impartial, offers a not-for-profit
service and can help protect you and
your money. To find your local authority
building control surveyor, or make a
building control application online visit
www.labc.co.uk
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Jenna has the following advice when it
comes to planning your build. Check off the
dos and avoid the don’ts, and the project
should run relatively smoothly:

Do ...
• Go over and over your plans, walk
through every room planning where
you want your electric outlets, aerial
sockets etc.
• Create a “mood board”. Cut out
everything that you like from magazines,
newspapers, brochures and catalogues,
and even take your own snaps of design
details you love, to show your builder
the overall effect you are looking for.

Building

the dream
Can’t find the perfect house? Maybe the
answer is to build it yourself. Custom-built
homes are becoming increasingly common,
and aren’t as stressful as you might believe

B

uilding your own home is a bit of a misnomer, as it’s unlikely you’ll be
building it with your own two hands. Far more likely you’ll work with
a custom build company.

“It is imperative that you do your research on your builder and find the
right builder for you at the earliest stage possible. A good builder can save
you thousands of pounds in good design and material advice, so work
with your builder to gain and reciprocate trust,” says Jenna Frudd of FMB
member firm Fc7 Construction in Nottingham. “Make sure you get on with
them, which sounds obvious, but building a house is a journey and if you
don’t like each other it can be a very long process indeed!”
You need good drawings, preferably from an architect. But don’t get carried
away with your design – lines on paper or a computer screen are relatively
cheap, but the finished article will not be! “Architects are wonderful, but if you
are working to a tight budget then intricate roof lines, window choices, and
roofing tile decisions can all add to your budget,” cautions Jenna, who also
advises getting the most detailed drawings you can afford.
“Your builder can cost exactly to your drawings, and if you are getting more
than one price you know the builders are all quoting on the same project.
Make sure you plan your budget well and cost things properly – ie do you
want a handmade bespoke kitchen costing £50,000, or can you achieve it
for £10,000? In my experience you can get a lot of kitchen for £10,000!”
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• Design cupboards and storage areas
wherever you can. Storage isn’t
something you will thank yourself
for scrimping on when you come to
move in!
• Try not to change your plans once
you have signed them off with your
architect and your builder (changes can
be expensive).
• Ensure you have a contingency fund –
something unforeseen always crops up.
• Always pay on time for work completed
properly and to the agreed programme.

Don’t ...
• Just accept the lowest quotation, and
never pay up front.
• Keep quiet if you think something isn’t
quite right. Shout up if you think you
and your builder are at cross-purposes.
• Presume your builder knows what is
inside your head – talk to them and
make sure they are 100% clear what
you expect the finished build to achieve.

TIPS FOR FINDING A SITE:
• Work out where you want to be and don’t compromise on location. If you’re building your “forever home” it needs to be in
the right location for you.
• Look out for problem sites – they are often cheaper and sometimes the problem is easy to solve.
• Work out any access issues and check they can be surmounted.
• Check for connectivity to mains electricity, gas and water.
• Don’t be afraid of demolishing a house that is on your perfect site. There is no VAT chargeable on a new-build – saving you
20% on your cost.
• Is it in a conservation area? If so, planning permission may be more difficult to achieve.
• Go to the local parish council meetings and see how they deal with other planning applications.
• Try and become involved in your new community as soon as possible, and explain your plans to interested neighbours.
Fc7 Construction is an FMB member firm in Nottingham. Visit their website at www.fc7.co.uk for more information or to
talk to them about your project.

TOP TIPS FOR A
SUCCESSFUL BUILD
More than half the UK population say
they’d like to build their own home.
If you’re one of those people, Ted
Stevens, Chair of the National Self Build
Association (NaSBA), has some tips to
ensure your project runs smoothly…
• Do your homework thoroughly. It
takes years to qualify as an architect
or a lawyer, and you will need a fair
bit of design, planning, construction
and legal knowledge to tackle a self
build. It will take at least a couple
of years to climb the learning curve.
So read the magazines, visit the self
build exhibitions, pore over the
websites and talk to lots of other
self builders who have done it.
A little knowledge is a dangerous
thing; real knowledge is priceless.
• Work out where you may still need
help and recruit really good advisors.
So, for example, if you don’t know your
way around the planning system, find
someone who does. If you’re not a
practical construction expert, sniff out
someone who is. Don’t kid yourself
you can do it all on your own.
• Work out a realistic budget. Figure
out what you can afford, and talk to
mortgage providers to see what they
might lend you. Don’t over-estimate
or delude yourself. And always
budget for a 10%+ contingency fund.
• Identify where you want to build.
Use the Self Build Portal
(www.selfbuildportal.org.uk) to
assess the land and construction
costs in different parts of the UK
(it varies enormously). When you’ve
decided where you want (and can
afford) your new home then you
can begin plot-hunting.

• Clever self builders acquire their
plots before they go on the open
market. So pound the streets, look
over walls, stuff cards through
letterboxes, exploit Google Earth
and the Land Registry, or examine
large-scale OS maps. All of these
can help you find a piece of land
that others may not have spotted.
• If your budget is tight, investigate
teaming up with others to form a
group. By working together you
could save 40% of the cost of doing
it on your own. And group self
builds don't just build homes; they
create fantastically supportive
communities too.
• Plot first; then house design (not
the other way around!) Don’t begin
to design your home until you have
acquired a site, as every house
design should respond to the specific
plot’s views, orientation etc. Similarly
don’t decide on the method of
construction until you know you
have the plot in the bag.
• When you have settled on your
design, find a large flat area and
(using tape) draw it out full scale,
so you can check the layout really
works. It is also helpful to engage
with your neighbours to explain your
plans and seek their support. If the
neighbours don’t object, you will have
a much easier route through the
planning system.

• Shop around to secure good deals
and discounts from materials
suppliers, builders’ merchants
and tradesmen.
Don’t accept the first quote for
anything. Good negotiators can
save tens of thousands of pounds
on the final cost of their homes
• Invest in the fabric of your home.
The basic envelope (walls/roof) is
relatively cheap to build. So go for
space that is really well insulated,
rather than bling (expensive taps
and other hi-tech gadgets).

Further information
The Self Build Portal has masses
of information, tips on how to
find a plot and links through to
FMB members who are experts
in constructing homes.
www.selfbuildportal.org.uk
The National Self Build Association
is the voice of the self and custom
build industries. It’s free to join for
individuals and the organisation
provides a range of discounts that
could save you tens of thousands
of pounds.
Visit www.nasba.org.uk for more
info.
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A shining

light

An award-winning new build in the South East
At one stage or another, many dream of building their ideal home from
the ground up. Lighthouse 65 is just such a unique new build home,
which tested the skill of the builder with outstanding results!

L

ynne and Adrian Sproson
approached 14 builders to create
their dream beach-front home,
but MGS Building and Electrical
Contractors was the only one willing
to provide a quote. A major landslide
had closed the road to their site for
18 months, which made building their
new home a massive task.
From the start the builders had to
adapt the architect’s plan; the
landslide meant a lot more piling
was required than had originally
been planned. This was the hardest
aspect of the job and, because the
road was closed, MGS had to deliver
materials to site across the beach
at low tide. As so much extra was
needed for the foundations, they
helped find ways to save costs later
in the build.
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The result is a modern masterpiece –
a super-insulated, 2,000sq ft, twostorey contemporary home where
every main room is glass-fronted
to allow unobstructed views across
the Solent.
Lynne explained: “We have always
been very keen on Modernist
architecture and throughout our
teaching careers we dreamt of
moving from the city and living by
the sea. The view is amazing and
most days we can see across to the
Isle of Wight, and the church where
we got married.”
From the sea, the house stands out
from the houses around it, which are
built in a more vernacular style. But
the Sprosons made sure the design
didn’t affect the views from the land.

The house sits seven metres below
road level, with the roof acting as a
parking deck for three cars. The house
is accessed via an illuminated glass
cube that tops a concrete stair core –
the “lighthouse” that gives the house
its name, although it is not an official
lighthouse.
At night, triggered by a barometer, the
glass is illuminated in such a way as
to indicate local weather conditions:
green when weather is fair; red when
atmospheric pressure drops.
“MGS delivered a house to a superb
standard, so much so that it won the
Downland RIBA Award for a small
house,” said Lynne. “The architect has
rightly had many accolades for this
house, but we wanted our builders
to have the same recognition. MGS

really care about what they do, and
they made us laugh even in the
blackest of moments.”
Lighthouse 65 is more than just a
spectacular home, it’s the Sprosons’
dream come true.

For more inspirational pictures and
information on Master Builder of
the Year Award-winning projects,
and to stay up to date with future
editions of the competition, please
visit www.fmb.org.uk/awards

“We love living here every day,” said
Lynne. “It is everything we hoped for.”

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in South East England
• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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How to protect your

new home

If you have decided to get a home built for yourself you will need to
decide what to do about getting a warranty for your new property

A

lthough a warranty isn’t
compulsory, it does provide
insurance protection if
something goes wrong with your new
home within the first few years. Most
lenders will require one and it could
be quite difficult to sell a house less
than ten years old if you don’t have
a warranty in place.

SUPPORTED BY THE
MORTGAGE-LENDERS
The Federation of Master Builders
(FMB) provides a New Homes
warranty supported by most major
banks and mortgage lenders and
cover is often available even after
construction has begun.
The FMB’s New Homes warranty is well
designed for self-builders and can cater
for innovative forms of construction.
It is quickly becoming a recognised
alternative to the ‘traditional’ ten-year
structural warranties currently available
for new homes.

THE INSPECTION
PROCESS
A New Homes warranty from the FMB
includes the technical support you
would expect, with something as
complex as building a new home.
Your home will receive a minimum
of three on-site inspections. These are
usually carried out at foundation level,
shell stage and completion of the
works. All inspections are carried out
by a UKAS inspection body, the British
Board of Agrément (BBA).

HOW MUCH WILL IT
COST?
The cost of a New Homes warranty
from the FMB will be based on the
contract value rather than selling
price (and land costs in many
instances). This makes the whole
system more transparent.
If you would like to know more please
get in touch with the FMB to find out
about getting the right protection in
place for your new home.
Terms and conditions apply, please
see full policy wording for details.
Visit www.fmbuildassure.co.uk, or
call 01223 508407 to speak to the
insurance team.
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Always use a

written contract
Home improvements can be a stressful experience. In this article,
Hewitsons LLP Solicitors explain how a clear written contract can
minimise the risk of issues arising between builder and homeowner
WHY DO I NEED A
WRITTEN CONTRACT?

T

o enter into a written contract
the parties will have to give some
thought regarding its content.
This will help identify at an early stage
whether there are any differences of
understanding in regard to what work
is required, terms of payment and
target completion dates. Once this
detail is agreed and recorded, the
parties can rely on and refer to the
terms of contract if any issues or
differences in understanding later arise.

WHAT SHOULD THE
CONTRACT INCLUDE?
Generally, the higher the value of,
or the more specialist the work is,
the greater the level of detail that is
included in the contract.
The Basics: Set out what work is
required, the cost of these works
and the terms of payment.
Design/Materials: It should be clearly
established whether the builder is to
simply build the works in accordance
with the client’s instructions (eg
architect’s drawings) or whether the
builder is to design certain elements

of the project. It could be a
combination of both. Similarly, it
should be made clear what materials
are to be used or, if this is not decided
at the time of the contract, the process
for agreeing what materials are used.
Completion Date: A target date for
starting and completing the work
should be agreed. If there is a delay,
it should be established what effect
this has on the completion date.
Termination: There will be some
circumstances where one or both
parties seek to bring the contract
to an end. Consideration should be
given as to when the contract can be
terminated and what effect this will
have on any works outstanding.
Defects: In almost every building
project there are likely to be some
items that require making good once
the works are complete. Usually a
list of such items is prepared and the
builder is given a period of time to
return to the site to resolve these
issues (called the defects liability or
rectification period).

Post-completion: The client will
usually want to receive the benefit
of any guarantees etc relating to the
works. The contract should provide for
these to be handed over. In addition,
practical issues such as removal of
waste from site should be agreed.

WHAT HAPPENS IF
I WANT TO CHANGE
THE WORK?
It is best to record any changes in
writing because this is clear evidence
of the variation that has been agreed.
It is recommended that the parties
agree a price for any variations before
the variations are carried out, which
includes any additional costs to the
builder in staying on site longer than
anticipated, and the effect it will have
on the completion date. A similar
process should be undertaken where
additional work is required.

WHEN SHOULD THE
BUILDER BE PAID?
It is open to the parties to agree the
amount and intervals that payments
are made. Sometimes this is linked to
achievement of particular milestones
in the project or the builder may
invoice at regular intervals (ie
monthly). The procedure for the
builder to submit their invoice, the
date payment becomes due and
whether the client has a right to
object to payment of the invoice
should be considered.
Don't forget, you can download
template contracts for free on the
FMB website, www.fmb.org.uk
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Space

in your home

Architect and TV presenter George Clarke offers some of his top tips on
creating additional floor space, letting in more natural light and getting
your storage solutions just right, and all without breaking the bank
quantity of the space you have, but the
quality of the design of the space. For
me, good design isn’t really about style.
Style is a matter of personal taste and,
personally, I’m a fan of both modern
and traditional buildings, as long as
they are well designed and appropriate
to the context into which they are
placed. What I learnt at very young age
is that a good internal space genuinely
has nothing to do with style. A good
space is a good space irrespective of
style, fashion and taste. So what makes
a good space?

I

t is no coincidence that Channel 4
now call me ‘the spaceman’, because
I’m so obsessed with making
beautiful spaces in British homes. The
space in your home is so important,
as it defines the scale, shape and
proportion of all the rooms you have
in your home and it shapes the way
you and your family live within that
space from day to day.
It is also important to point out that a
good piece of architecture and a good
home aren’t necessarily about the
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When it comes to a creating a good
space for a home, in the first instance,
it has to be of a scale and size that
suits its purpose, it needs to function
properly with the furniture, light
switches, plug sockets all in the perfect
position, with the correct level of
storage and surface finishes that are
appropriate for what the space needs
to do. You want there to be enough
space for the room to work well in
the most efficient way possible, but
not have too much space to the point
where it seems wasteful, pointless or
even indulgent.

Once you achieved all of these
minimum requirements of a wellplanned and functional space, you can
then become more adventurous and
take the design of a space to the next
level. By pushing the design process in
a more creative and imaginative way
you can take your functional room and
explore the possibilities of space and
architecture. The possibilities can be
endless and I’ve adopted all sorts of
spatial tricks to reconfigure rooms in
some of the most ordinary homes

WORKING WITH
AN ARCHITECT
George is right about getting help
from an architect. It's important to
produce a detailed written brief of
the work you want done, including
plans and drawings. This is worth
the effort, being as specific about
what you want as possible will
make a huge difference to the
quotes you get back from builders.

imaginable in a very affordable way.
You don’t want any of the moves
you make to be willful or just shaping
something for the sake of it. Making
elegant and simple architectural
moves are often the best. You can think
about adding space by building loft
conversions, side return extensions
and extensions on to the back of your
home. You can even create space
where no space exists by digging
underground to add a new basement
beneath your existing home. But the
amount of space you have in your
house right now, if reconfigured
properly, could be enough to create the
home of your dreams and you don’t
need to break the bank to get there.

What I learnt at
very young age is
that a good internal
space genuinely
has nothing to do
with style.

Most builders will work closely with
an architect and will always help
you to find someone to prepare
the plans and drawings.
More information is available from
the Royal Institute of British
Architects:
Visit: www.architecture.com
Call: 020 7307 3700
Email: cs@riba.org

I make the pen do the work as working
ideas out on paper is much cheaper
and easier that mocking them up on
site. You can look at so many different
options from changing the arrangement
of a room, creating a greater sense of
space by raising flat ceilings up to the
pitch of a roof, creating high level decks
and additional floor space by installing
mezzanine levels, by breaking through
internal walls to make rooms flow better
from one to another, or by breaking
through an external wall to capture a
view, to cutting open an existing roof
and adding a high level roof light to
flood a room with natural light. These
are just some of the ways that an
ordinary domestic room can be
transformed into a beautiful piece
of breathtaking architecture.
The key to designing a great space
is to work with an architect who
understands you as a unique client,
understands what your family needs
now and in the future and who can see
the potential in any uninspiring home.
Employing an imaginative and creative
architect to redesign your home can
be truly life changing and you’ll begin
to realise that even the smallest of
domestic spaces can be magical.
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Pushing

the envelope

Your needs are changing, but you aren’t in a position to move house. An
extension could be the answer and, under permitted development rights,
you may not even need planning permission. What are you waiting for?

I

f you want more space but don’t
know where to start, then don’t
panic. Your typical FMB builder
will probably be able to conjure
transformative new spaces in ways
you never dreamed possible.
It’s important to start with first
principles. Karolina Kisiel-Hart, of PSK
Development, an extensions specialist,
says: “How much land is there at the
side or back or both, will dictate how
far you can extend. See if any of your
neighbours have carried out similar
extensions, which may give you a clue
as to what you could get past planning,
but bear in mind planning rules do
change – so any scheme you come up
with must be checked out with the
local planning office.”
Even though permitted development
rights in England have recently been
extended, it’s not the case that you can
just build what you want, where you
want. “There are some rules that you
must follow, such as building
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regulations, and others set by the
planning office, including the size of
extension and the materials used,”
Karolina advises. “Regarding the style
of your development, there is a
movement towards much more
contemporary developments now, with
plenty of glazing to allow light to flood
the new area of your home and ensure
internal spaces are not dark due to the
additional living area,” she adds.
Bear in mind your neighbour may
object to any planned development,
so it is always a good idea to talk to
them from the outset. “Any work that
you carry out will invariably impact on
them, and the whole process will be
much easier if you have them on
board,” says Karolina. “Try to get party
wall agreements in place – you can
do this yourself taking standard
wording from the internet. Perhaps
you could also offer to sign a party
wall agreement for your neighbour, in
case they want to carry out something
similar in the future.”

And you probably need an architect –
unless the builder offers a design
function as part of their package.
“There are certain things that have to
be documented, such as the plans for
the council and the building inspector,
and structural calculations which will
ensure the construction confirms to
building regulations,” Karolina explains.
“It’s a lot easier if there are drawings for
the builder to follow, as then everyone

will be in agreement on what needs to
be done. We prefer projects to have a
detailed documented specification, but
you can put this together yourself and
use it to agree a price for the project.
The more thought and effort at the
planning stage, the easier it will be to
manage your project later and it will
ensure that there is less room for errors
in interpretation.”
Another top tip is to think about how
you will use the extension, and how
you can make it work for you. “Building
in energy-saving measures is a great
idea, not just because there are certain
deals to be made (eg a free boiler with
a purchase of solar panels) but also
because they will save you money in
the long term,” says Karolina. “Solar
panels can be used to heat your water
for an under-floor heating system
for example, which means reducing
your gas consumption. The other
practicalities are determined by what
the space will be used for.”
But it’s not all plain sailing, and a poorly
designed extension can devalue rather
than add value to your home. “The
most common mistake we see is that
people choose the cheapest builder
and then they are not able to carry
out the work to the building
regulations or they are not an honest
enterprise,” warns Karolina. “Always
get at least three quotes, always check
what previous work they have carried
out by talking to or better still visiting
previous clients.”
Once the job has begun, it is
important to keep on top of the
progress. “The most important thing is
communication between a client and
their contractor,” stresses Karolina.
“Have weekly meetings to go through
progress, discuss any concerns and to
agree anything that crops up or any
changes you want.
“We have never worked on a project
where there have not been any
changes to what was initially planned
or in the specification, but we try to
catch these early on so we can make
the changes with as little impact to the
cost, project progress and completion
date as possible. We suggest following
up important conversations in writing,
so there’s no misunderstanding later.”
If it seems an extension could be a lot
of hassle, fear not. It will all be worth it
in the end. “I certainly think adding
valuable internal space to a home is
worth it!” says Karolina. “In this country
we spend more time inside then
outside, and by increasing our internal

DON’T OVEREXTEND
YOURSELF
Karolina Kisiel-Hart of PSK Development
has the following advice to anyone
planning an extension:
• Always spend sufficient time at the
planning stage. Don’t scrimp on
planning and it will be a better quality
build in the end.
• Please listen to your contractor
when you are scheduling the work.
Unrealistic expectations can lead to
disappointment and stress, so if your
builder is telling you the job will take
a certain length of time, then take
that on board.
footprint we can really enhance quality
of life. In some previous projects, just
adding a small extension has enabled
remodelling of the downstairs living
space into a more practical and visually
attractive environment for our clients.
In other projects, an extension has
added another distinct room, such
as a downstairs bathroom or utility,
which adds value to the property.”
Just one word of warning though –
ensure you have a contingency fund.
“Until your contractor starts digging
or knocking holes in the walls, they
won’t know what condition internal
components of the building are in. The
contingency fund isn’t always needed,
but it is good to prepare for the worst,”
says Karolina. “Examples of issues we
have had to deal with in the past
include a mediaeval well we had to
build a bridge over, rotten structural
joists supporting a roof structure where
we had to rebuild the whole roof, and
a house built on landfill to which we
needed to add piling to make the
structure sound!”

• Your contractor will have to juggle
other projects, so any delays in
decision-making have a knock-on
effect on the start date. You are
entitled to a statutory ‘cooling off
period’ when agreeing building
work, so if your contractor is
pushing to start work straight away,
then ask yourself why and maybe
go elsewhere.
• Ask for a written contract as well as
a written quote. We use plain-English
contracts whenever we are agreeing
a job, for example the FMB’s plainEnglish contract can be downloaded
for free at www.fmb.org.uk/
manage-your-project/freecontracts/building-contracts

PSK Development is an FMB
member firm in Ealing, West
London. Visit their website at
www.pskdevelopment.co.uk to
find out more or to contact them
about your project.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in London

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Restoring

symmetry

An award-winning renovation for less than £250,000 in the South East
rnold Yoke is a Grade II listed
Kentish Hall House with a
fascinating history spanning
600 years. No-one knows who Arnold
was, but “yoke” describes a plot of land
that could be ploughed by two oxen,
the smallest holding liable for taxes in
medieval times.

A

Finding the right builder to carry out
the work was crucial, as Richard
explained: “We were anxious that as
much as possible of the new oak
frame should be revealed both inside
and outside the house, so great care
was needed with all jointing and with
the finishes.”

Built as a four-bay hall house – an oak
structure in four sections – the building
changed greatly over the centuries. The
front elevation was given a Georgian
faćade and extra living space under a
swooping roofslope added in the 1800s.
Most significantly, the original southern
bay had been lost, giving the house a
lopsided appearance.

Fortunately, they found Paul Ray,
a local builder who had undertaken
excellent work for the owners’ friends.
Although Paul’s firm doesn’t specialise
in historic properties, he completely
renovated the barn in which he
himself lives and in doing so learned
much about working with old oak.
This proved a huge asset and, while his
quote wasn’t the cheapest, it was the
most appropriate for the scope of work.

Owners Richard and Tricia Stileman
had plans drawn up to replace the
missing section with a jetted bay
matching that on the northern side.
Aesthetically, this would restore
symmetry to the house and, in
functional terms, add 25% to the
internal space with a new ensuite
bedroom, kitchen and day room, and
reconfigured living and dining rooms.
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Unforeseen problems are inevitable
when parts of an old house are stripped
back to the core. Everyone assumed
that the ivy-clad southern wall, which
was to be replaced, would be vertical
but when the ivy was stripped off, the
wall beneath was bowed, while the
new oak frame was square.

“This was the greatest problem in
the build and required an immediate
decision,” said Richard. “Thankfully,
one of Paul’s attributes is that nothing
seems to phase him. He never sees a
problem, just an interesting challenge.
The result is nearly perfect to the eye
and only a real ‘anorak’ can tell how it
was achieved.”
Paul also had to deal with two project
managers – the architect who officially
held the role, and Richard, who was on
site throughout and loved watching
and asking questions. Fortunately,
everyone saw eye-to-eye and the
project was completed on-budget and
within the original 20-week schedule.

For more inspirational pictures
and information on Master
Builder of the Year Awardwinning projects, and to stay up
to date with future editions of the
competition, please visit
www.fmb.org.uk/awards

Fortunately, everyone
saw eye-to-eye and
the project was
completed on-budget
and within the original
20-week schedule.
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Going

underground
If you can't extend outwards or upwards, then you may well be able
to expand your home below ground, whether you have a pre-existing
basement/ cellar or not. Older style properties are ideal, although it is
still entirely feasible in many modern properties. Here's how to do it.
If you live in an older house, built
before the Second World War, then
a basement or cellar extension may be
a good way to increase your living
space. So why are older properties best
suited to this kind of conversion? “The
majority of older properties, built prior
to the 1950s, are ideal for a basement
conversion/construction because many
of the properties are constructed with
a timber suspended floor over a
sub-floor void, says Maggie Smith,
of London Basement. “This means
we can carry out the construction
of the basement from outside, by
excavating in the front garden, below
the front window, breaking through
below ground, putting in the necessary
supports and excavating/underpinning
below the property, while our clients
carry on living in the property, with
minimal disruption.”
But don’t despair if your home has a
concrete floor, as there may still be
options. “This is also often possible when
a property has a solid concrete floor,
dependent upon the construction of the
floor, as we at London Basement have

actually pioneered a method of working
below solid floors,” adds Maggie.
Burrowing underground might sound
like the perfect way to extend without
annoying the neighbours, or even
having to apply for planning consent,
but that’s not strictly true, Maggie points
out. “If you wants lightwells/windows
in your basement, which is really
recommended to provide natural light
and air, then you will require planning
permission, plus of course you will have
to comply with building regulations.
Party Wall Awards are also required if
you are within three metres of your
neighbour’s property. Your specialist
contractor should be able to help you
with these things, as well as dealing
with the utility companies where
necessary,” Maggie says.
“Another benefit of working with a
specialist such as London Basement
is that our clients don’t require an
architect, as we can submit all planning
applications and carry out the full
detailed design and the structural
engineering element,” Maggie points out.

So what are the practicalities you need
to worry about? How about stairs and
fire exits? Plumbing and drainage?
Natural light? Will you lose heat from
the property, and can you add energysaving measures while converting?
Plan for these at the design stage, and
make sure you cover all eventualities,
advises Maggie: “If you are using
a basement specialist, all of these
practicalities will be taken care of
as part of the design, ie fire exits are
provided by installing a ladder in the
wall of the lightwell and, even if the
lightwell has a grille over it, there
would be a lockable hatch in the grille
through which you could escape.”
Not everyone would think of doubling
up their lightwells and fire escape, but
it’s a neat little design tweak. “Bay
windows, generally in the front, are
taken down into the basement and
lightwells can also be provided at the
rear or side, which can be covered by
glass/grilles and these all provide good
natural light,” adds Maggie. “Internal
lighting is important and downlighters
provide the best form of light internally.
Most of our clients are very surprised
at how bright a basement actually is,
even without the lights on.
“It is thermally efficient, particularly
with the use of under floorloor heating,
although some clients prefer radiators.
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Many of our clients have told us that
the temperature in a basement is
perfect – cool in the summer and
warm in winter.”
Choosing a contractor with some
experience in this area would be a
sensible move, then? Maggie couldn’t
agree more: “Some builders may quote
a much cheaper price to deliver a
basement, but once they start work
they soon realise that they are not up
to it, as it is a very specialised field.
“When obtaining quotes, ask to see
some basements that the company has
constructed. Try to use a company that
have plenty of experience and history,
as there are a lot of companies
‘jumping on the bandwagon’ trying
to win work in what they imagine to
be a very lucrative field, so you need
to know that you have the best when
you are dealing with the foundations
of your property.
“You should speak up immediately
if you feel that there is a problem or
if you want to make changes, before
things progress too far,” cautions
Maggie. “Every project should have
a project manager who is in regular
contact and can respond to any
problems straight away. Once again,
it is imperative to know that you have
a company with a good few years
experience and then there should not
be any concerns.”

And what about a contingency fund
to carry out a project of this nature –
surely there are many more “hidden”
problems you can run into when you’re
digging under the foundations of your
home? “There are some things that
cannot be foreseen,” agrees Maggie.
“Although when a company like ours
has built more than 1,000 basements
and has worked on most styles of
property, these risks can be minimised.
“Occasionally we can come across a
concrete mass below ground that will
slow down the works while it is broken
down and that will incur extra cost –
and once we found a well, which we
worked around and still constructed
the basement. Unfortunately, there is
no way of finding out what is below
ground until we start digging, but
occurrences like this are rare.”
London Basement is an FMB
member company based in Isleworth,
Middlesex. Visit their website at
www.londonbasement.co.uk to
find out more and to talk about
your project.

A PROPER GROUNDING
Maggie Smith of London Basement has the
following expert advice to anyone thinking
of carrying out this kind of project:
• Find an established and reputable
company with plenty of experience in
both structural and waterproofing works,
both of which are key.
• Give careful thought to what rooms you
create to make the new floor level more
versatile, ie in addition to the living/play/
games space you want, a utility room
can double up as a kitchenette, plus a
bathroom means it can provide guest
space, with a study or home office
doubling as a guest room. These things
will also mean you don’t have to keep
running upstairs every time you want a
cup of tea!
• Once you have completed your new
basement level, you can maybe think
about reconfiguring the ground floor
level, to make the whole area work
better together.
• Keep neighbours on side by talking to
them in advance, so that they are aware
of what you propose and don’t find out
from the party wall surveyor/planning
submission.

It seems a basement conversion could
be a lot of hassle. How do you know
your project will all be worth it in the
end? “Any building works bring some
hassle, but with the right company this
can be minimised, as long as there is a
good dialogue,” says Maggie. “The vast
majority of our clients say it is more
than worthwhile in the end when they
have a whole new floor level to live in!”
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Growing up

and growing out

An award-winning renovation for under £100,000 in the South West

A

decade after moving from a large
house in Scotland to a smaller
but more expensive one in
Cheltenham, Anne Laker was finally
in a position to create the spacious
home she really wanted for herself,
her husband and two teenage sons.
“I had lived for nearly ten years in a
house I didn’t like, so this building
project was really important and I was
determined to get it right,” she said.
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The project would create a wealth
of space with a three-storey rear
extension incorporating a basement
games room, a large ground-level
garden room and an extra bedroom.
A champion for local businesses,
she consulted nearly all the builders in
the area before choosing, partly on the
strength of their obvious enthusiasm,
Thorn Homes, a young family-run
company headed by Trevor Thorn.

Work began during one of the
coldest spells the UK has
experienced. Excavating the basement
meant digging through heavy clay
soil and, with temperatures falling
below zero, the ground froze
repeatedly.
“This wasn’t an easy build and
numerous complications arose, but
all problems were swiftly resolved by
talking to Trevor,” explained Anne.

“We were already happy with the
designs for the property, but Trevor
really brought them to life. I think it is
true to say that his greatest strength
lies in his ability to interpret and
expand upon the original plans and
initial brief in order to improve both
the visual appeal and the usability of
the new living spaces, both inside and
outside the property.”
The Lakers lived in their home
throughout the build, and appreciated
the efforts made by the builders to
minimise the disruption to their lives.
Anne said: “The build took six
months and, as we were living in
the house at the time, it helped
enormously that the builders were
so accommodating, keeping their
site tidy and clean throughout. This
made a big difference.”
The Lakers had also budgeted to
buy a new boiler after the build,
thinking that the extension would
cost more to heat. In fact, the
extension is so well insulated that
their heating bill has actually gone
down slightly.

“My home now so far exceeds my
expectations; I am delighted on a
daily basis with the appearance and
usability,” said Anne.
“This was a really complicated build.
Thorn Homes is an excellent example
of the ‘grassroots’ UK building
industry, and shows that great
building work can enhance not only
the quality of clients’ homes, but also
the quality of clients’ lives.”

My home now so
far exceeds my
expectations; I am
delighted on a daily
basis with the
appearance and
usability.

For more inspirational pictures and
information on Master Builder of
the Year Award-winning projects,
and to stay up to date with future
editions of the competition, please
visit www.fmb.org.uk/awards

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in the South West

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Lofty ambitions
Did you know that if you have your loft professionally converted –
maybe into a new bedroom and bathroom, or an office space/games
room – it could add up to 20% to the value of your home? Well it can

S

o you’re thinking about moving
house because you need more
space, but have you considered
all your options? For many people the
loft may be the best place to start.
“Most lofts can be converted, but there
are three main things you need to
check to be sure,” says Duncan Binnie,
of John Duncan Ltd, a loft specialist.
“The first and most important is the
internal height of the existing loft,
from the top of the ceiling joist to
underneath the ridgeboard in the
apex. This measurement is critical
and needs to be 2,500mm to suitably
convert. Some say 2,300mm is
sufficient, but I couldn’t disagree more.
The second consideration is the pitch
of the roof. In general the pitch is fine
from 30 degrees plus. The third thing to
consider is the footprint of the existing
loft space. As a minimum rule of
thumb, internal walls should measure
5,500mm side to side inclusive of
chimney and 7,500mm front to back.
If you are in and around the above as
a minimum then you should be able
to convert,” says Duncan.
Once you have roughly established
your home is suitable for a loft
conversation, think about how you

would like to use it; perhaps an extra
bedroom with en-suite bathroom, or
maybe a den or playroom for your
growing children. How about a space
to relax or study? Or it could be a multipurpose room with a combination of
uses, such as extra living space which
doubles as guest accommodation. If
you are going to include a bathroom,
will it be a shower room or will there
be space to include a bath? When you
are thinking about planning a bathroom
in a loft, remember to leave plenty of
headroom. Also think about storage,
as built-in space can often be included,
especially in the eaves.
It’s worth also considering local planning
regulations, and to think about how your
conversion will fit in with neighbouring
properties. “You certainly can’t just do
what you like,” cautions Duncan. “But
you don’t necessarily have to be 100%
‘in keeping’. You are generally governed
by the various regulations set by your
local council planning department and
building control.
A permitted development on the other
hand often applies, with a large-sized
dormer to the rear and even building
up the gable if you have a hipped roof.
However, it is advisable to fill out

what’s generally known as a
householder enquiry form, which
should be available from your local
council, to check what restrictions and
regulations may apply,” Duncan adds.
It’s crucial that you get plans properly
drawn up. Make sure your builder is
working to accurately measured plans,
which consider all elements of the
building, including how the changes
will affect the roof and loft space
structurally. And there are some pitfalls
particular to loft conversions that are
worth avoiding.
“Stairs to a new loft conversion can
prove difficult. There are regulations
to abide by, such as the minimum
two-metre head clearance under
and above the stairs. Fire exits are not
needed in a home, as they would be in
a commercial building, but means of
escape should be considered and fire
prevention/detection should also be
incorporated,” says Duncan.
“Plumbing will normally be a case of
adding on to the existing system; in
certain cases after tests and surveys
are carried out, the system may require
upgrading,” Duncan continues. “The
insulation properties of your home may
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need to be improved, or certification for the
work might not be granted. Building control
will always inspect this to make sure the
standards are met and that energy-saving
measures are at a maximum.”
With a little careful planning and the right
designs and contractor in place, however,
your loft conversion should go smoothly.
It’s always worth having a small contingency
fund in place in case of unforeseen problems
or overruns, but in general a loft conversion
will be highly rewarding, adding usable space
and value to your home.

HIGH EXPECTATIONS
It’s important not to get too carried away
when planning a loft conversion. Duncan
Binnie of loft specialist John Duncan Ltd has
these words of caution:
• Remember the “floor plan” of your design
most likely has angled ceilings above it,
which could be restrictive to movement
and the type of furniture you can have.
• As a company we bring everything in from
the roof and have a specialist method of
cutting out the stairwell, which leaves no
dust or debris within the existing space
whatsoever. Also we finish all the plaster
work other than in the stairwell before
connecting the new loft space with the
existing space, leaving very little mess
to contend with. Make sure you are
satisfied with your contractor’s plan to
minimise dust, debris and disruption
before signing up.

FROM THE TOP:
CHOOSE YOUR CONTRACTOR
When it comes to lofts, most builders will be happy to give you a quote. It may
be advisable hiring a specialist, to maximise the space and your options, and to
minimise dust, debris and disruption. Duncan Binnie of John Duncan Ltd has the
following expert advice:
• Get the most detailed drawings done you can, and make sure they are made from
real, accurate measurements on your actual home, as opposed to from blueprints
or estate agents’ floorplans, as these can differ wildly from the true situation.
• Ask family, friends or neighbours to recommend builders they have used recently
and make sure they are loft conversion specialists. You can also search for
specialists in your area using FMB's Find A Builder service.
• Ask the builders quoting for the job to come out and inspect the loft in person,
and make sure they base their estimates on real specifications, including for
materials and for safe and proper removal of waste.
• Ask for client testimonials from jobs completed no longer than two years ago.

• Don’t overestimate the size of the space
you are going to get. By necessity most
domestic loft conversions offer usable
space of ‘cosy’ dimensions, best suited to
sleeping, play or office space.

• If possible, see if the previous clients will let you visit and inspect the job for
yourself.

• Don’t forget to get everything down and
detailed in writing before starting. You
need a contract that suits both parties,
a water-tight specification of works and
a sensible payment program. You can
find free to use template contracts on the
FMB website at www.fmb.org.uk/manageyour-project/free-contracts

• Agree everything in writing beforehand, and include a specified time-frame for
all the work to be completed.

• Don’t award the job on price alone – insist on quality, and make it clear you will
accept nothing less.

• Good communication is key, so once work has started, don’t be afraid to talk
to your builder. If there’s anything you’re not sure about or happy with, flag it
up straight away; this is always appreciated sooner rather than later by the builder.
If spotted early, minor things will not usually incur additional cost or
ill-will to rectify!
John Duncan Ltd is an FMB member firm from South Shields in the North
East. Visit their website at www.jduncanloftconversions.co.uk for more
details and to contact them about your project.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in the North East

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Views to

thrill

A multi-award-winning renovation costing over £250,000 in the Midlands

W

hen Carol and Grahame
Taylor inherited his father’s
six-year-old oak-framed
dormer bungalow, they knew they
wanted to live there, but with only two
bedrooms it wasn’t practical for family
life. The property itself wasn’t the main
attraction. The surrounding land and
spectacular views over the Teme Valley
made this the perfect location for their
“forever home”.
The Taylors discovered that the
bungalow – built to replace an earlier
building – didn’t have planning
permission. Making that build lawful
reinstated the permitted development
rights of the original house, which
meant they could extend the current
property forward without restriction.
They gave their architect a list of the
rooms they wanted and a brief to
make the most of the wonderful views.
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The resulting design for a magnificent
home on three levels maximised the
advantage of the sloping site and
3W Developments Ltd, a local family
firm, was appointed to realise the plan.
Several hundred tons of soil had to be
removed to create the lower level,
which houses bedrooms and a living
room for the Taylor’s teenage children.
Constructed using heavy masonry
on a retaining floor slab, the bedroom
complex provides a substantial
retaining wall for the ground in front
of the main house, and the
waterproofed roof forms an external
terrace and entrance area to the
existing building, as well as the base
for the new main lounge.
The main lounge, built using a greenoak frame with similar detailing to
the existing bungalow, enjoys a

fabulous 180-degree view, which
gives the house its wow factor. In
addition, every principal room within
the existing building was altered to
make the most of the spectacular
views. At the top of the house, the
timber roof structure was extended
and loft voids opened to form a
luxurious master bedroom suite
with dressing room and bathroom.
The final element of the build is a
circular staircase shaft connecting the
lower and ground floors. The stone
tower is a central point and the
extension spins around it.
The project was costed and managed
by an independent project manager,
and run on an open-book basis. Under
this, the Taylors agreed the builder’s
profit in advance and all costs were
declared. Each month the client, project
manager and the builder sat down to
discuss the next phase of works and
the costs involved.
Carol said: “We didn’t want the builders
to scrimp or save on materials to make
their margins, and the open-book
arrangement worked well on both
sides. The project was delivered on
time and on budget – though it was
a very large budget! – and we are
delighted with our new home.”

For more inspirational pictures and
information on Master Builder of
the Year Award-winning projects,
and to stay up to date with future
editions of the competition, please
visit www.fmb.org.uk/awards

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in the Midlands

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Confidence in
the kitchen
When it comes to being a culinary show-off, the sky is the limit these
days. But how to guarantee “bang for your buck”, without blowing the
budget? It’s all about careful planning, and finding the right contractor

S

o what are the main
considerations you should
think about when planning
to renovate your kitchen?

Gemma Casey of Homeworx Design &
Build, a kitchens specialist in Bristol,
advises mentally placing yourself in
your future dream kitchen. “Think
about all of the uses required of the
new space,” she says. “Can you just
revamp what you have, or would an
extension be a better idea? Do you
need casual or formal dining space,
sofa or armchair space? How much
storage do you need for both dry
goods and cooking or dining
equipment, and don’t forget about
refrigeration/cooling space and other
appliances. You need a strong idea of
the look you want to achieve and bear
in mind resale if it is on the cards in the
near future – high-gloss bright orange
kitchen doors might be the epitome of
cool to you, but any potential future
buyer could well be put off by such a
bold palette.”

And what are the most
common pitfalls when
renovating a kitchen?
“Not using a kitchen designer is a
big mistake, as there are lots of
regulations that affect the placement
of appliances, water, gas and so on and
there are ventilation requirements to
take into account too,” advises Gemma.
“Also, a common mistake would be
to just fill the room box with lots of
boxy units! Think about how much
storage you need and create enough
for that, and don’t overdo it. It is far
better to have walls that aren’t
crammed with units if possible to
create a feeling of space.”
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So what key pieces of advice
would you give for people
who are considering a
kitchen renovation?
“Assess the needs of your family within
the space first and if there is a budget
for building work, consider a design
surgery with an architect to see
whether you can dramatically improve
the layout with structural work or a
new extension,” Gemma replies.
“If this isn’t possible or within your
budget, then definitely use a designer
to make the best of the space you
have,” Gemma adds. “Don’t forget that
the furniture alone is just a small part
of the project! Worktops, accessories,
appliances, sinks and taps will all be
required, and that’s before you even
start looking at the installation,
plumbing, electrics, flooring, heating
and lighting. Don’t scrimp on the

fundamentals in order to fund a fancy
finish – it will always show in the end
result, and you need a kitchen that
really works as well as looking good.”
HomeWorx is an FMB member
firm from Bristol in the South
West. Visit their website at
www.homeworx.co.uk for more
advice and inspiration, and to
contact them about your project.

COOKING UP A STORM
Steve Kermode, of SJ Kermode Joinery,
has fitted countless kitchens for clients,
and he has these words of experience and
wisdom for anyone panning a revamp:
• Be realistic. Don’t get sucked in by the
glossy brochures and try to create a
premiership footballer’s kitchen in your
modest semi, in a space that’s three
metres square!
• I always recommend a magic triangle
type layout, which, when viewed in
plan from above, has the sink at the
top, your fridge to the left and cooker
to the right or vice versa. This way you
can do everything you commonly need
to in a kitchen while pretty much
standing still!

EXTEND YOURSELF
To extend, or not to extend – that is
the question. For most, the decision
will come down to three things: Cost,
space and timing. Here are some
things to think about when planning
a kitchen upgrade of this type:
• Space – Once you’ve made the
decision that you need to extend,
look out to your back garden to see
the capacity of where you would
extend to, and how it will affect
your outdoor living area.
• Access – Look around your property
to see how a builder would be able
to navigate around your property.
Don’t forget that they will need to
be transporting large building items,
debris, bricks and equipment, and if
you have limited access/trees or
gardens this may pose an issue.
• Design – Unfortunately, when
people extend, it can look like an
eyesore. You need to decide from
the start whether you will want
to either replicate your existing
building, or create a stand out
feature that complements the
existing building.
• Cost – Whatever you budget for,
add an extra 20%. You may come
across unexpected issues, or find
fixtures/ feature pieces along the
way that you might want to
incorporate.
• Layout – You will need to consider
where your plumbing/electrics are in
your current kitchen before you rip
out the sink and put it where the
wiring is. Speaking to a builder can
easily help you when planning your
new kitchen layout.

• Plan for a double socket about every
metre or so of worktop, and ensure you
have enough sockets behind unit and
under worktops for all your white
goods such as fridges, freezers, washing
machines and dishwashers.
• Count your worktop appliances, and
make sure you have enough sockets
to plug them all in. You don’t want to
have to unplug things like toasters,
kettles or microwaves just to use your
mixer or coffemaker.
• Do you really need a granite or
expensive worktop? These will last a
lifetime, sure, but formica is cheaper
and will still outlast the rest of the
average kitchen. Saving money on
the worktop will free up a lot of budget
for other things where the money is
probably better spent.

washing machines. Also bear in mind
what floor coverings you want, as an
appliance sitting on top of tiles or an
expensive wooden floor covering will
sit higher off the ground than one of
lino or exposed concrete, so you’ll
need adequate clearance under your
worktops to accommodate.
• Think about how the doors open
on your appliances, especially your
oven or dishwasher. Will they foul
on cupboard doors, handles or
architraves? Can you still walk around
comfortably when the doors are
open, for instance if you’re lifting
something in or out of the oven or
loading or emptying the dishwasher?
This is key if you have a long, thin
galley-type kitchen.
• Remember, your kitchen walls and
possibly floors won’t be perfectly
straight and true. Allow a tolerance
around wall units so everything fits
in nice and neatly, and allow an extra
130mm from the wall for push-in
appliances that won’t sit flush against
the walls at the back.
• Plan your extractor fans or downlights
under kitchen units – you will need to
get this properly wired in, and it’s not
something easily done AFTER the units
are in and the tiling is done.
SJ Kermode Joinery is an
FMB member firm from Maghull
on Merseyside. Visit
sjkermodejoinery.wikifoundry.com
for more information and to speak to
them about your project.

• Reclaim and recycle – could you
revamp your old kitchen on a budget?
New appliances, doors, and a few
matching panels and valances can
refresh a tired kitchen and save pounds
on a whole new one. Do plan to change
drawers, though, as they tend to sag
over time and sometimes collapse.
• Set out your tiling first – and consider
especially where your sockets will go.
These should sit neatly with the tiles,
and shouldn’t look like an afterthought.
• Set out the distance from push-in
appliances such as dishwashers or

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in the North West

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Getting

wetter better
Your bathroom should be a place of sanctuary where you can get
away from it all, and turn the morning routine into a pampering ritual

W

hether you’re planning an
en-suite wetroom or a full-on
home spa, here are some key
principles you should try to abide by.
A bathroom can be a place of refuge
from the hum-drum realities of the
workaday world, and getting it right
doesn’t have to cost the earth. Get it
wrong, however, and it can cost a
lot of money to put right, not to
mention a lot of mopping up!
Dorian Bowen of ProjectONE Wales,
a bathroom specialist, reckons the
first consideration to be addressed
when planning your new bathroom
is budget. “If you’re planning to spend
under £5,000, then your best approach
may be to manage the project
yourself,” says Dorian, “Expect to pay
£3,000 to £6,000, but be prepared to
sacrifice a lot of finishing detail in order
to ensure you get the basics like tiling
and plumbing right.”
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“Budgets for a new bathroom can vary
enormously,” continues Dorian. “The
average bathroom costs around £6,000
from a reputable company like ours,
but can run into tens of thousands
for a designer bathroom with luxury
fittings – so be honest and strict with
yourself about how much you can
afford to spend.”
When you’ve decided on budget,
research local companies specialising
in bathroom design and installation.
You can look up FMB members at
www.fmb.org.uk, and submit your job
to the Find A Builder matching service.
“If you’re looking for a great finish, a
general building firm probably won’t
be for you,” says Dorian. “Any company
capable of producing great work should
have an impressive portfolio to give you
ideas. For the best possible finish, you’re
better off having one company to
design, source and install your

ceramic route or splash out on natural
stone. Most people are put off this
option by expectations of huge cost,
but in truth you can get a fantastic
selection from Mandarin Stone for less
than B&Q charges for some tiles. They
cost a little more to fit than standard
tiles, but are worth it.”

bathroom rather than having various
trades coming in one at a time.”
Now you need to decide what will
go into your new bathroom. “Many
people use their existing bathroom as a
template, but start with a blank canvas
to create a space that enhances your
lifestyle,” is Dorian’s tip. “For ideas and
mood boards, Pinterest is a great tool
and most designers now have an
account so you can work the mood
board between you.
“You’ll need to decide if you’re a bath
or a wet room kind of person, whether
you need a bidet or douche etc,” adds
Dorian. “Lighting can be a key detail,

with basics starting at downlighting
and ranging to back-lighting mirrors
and lit ‘feature walls’. A split-face tile
with concealed downlighting can make
a breathtaking feature. You can even
add a TV or flush-mounted speakers
to listen to your music wirelessly if
you want to make a statement!”

When it comes to practicalities it is
important to consider what constitutes
a realistic time-frame. “Bathrooms can
take between one and three weeks to
complete, and depending on the size
of your house the work could be rather
intrusive,” Dorian warns. “If you only
have one bathroom, you might want
to wait until you go on holiday or go
and stay with friends or relatives – the
joy of coming home to a brand new
bathroom will more than make up for
any inconvenience.”

If you really want to splash out, how
about a home spa? “If you’re a real
water baby then why not add a mini
home spa?” suggests Dorian. “A simple
sauna can start at around £5,000 and
gives your home that luxury feel.
Next you’ll need to decide on wall
coverings. You can go the standard

HOW MUCH CASH TO SPLASH?
So how much will your dream bathroom cost? Dorian Bowen from Project ONE Wales, the bathroom specialist, has this ruleof-thumb guide:
• You can find a cheap bathroom suite for as little as £200, but then there are all the accessories to purchase, which can
double the price. Then there are tiles and materials. There are plenty of online guides to give you tips and advice.
• Fitting the bathroom yourself can save up to 60% of the cost, but consider the time and difficulty of the job before you
decide to take the project on. One mistake can see you landed with hefty repair bills for leaks and bad workmanship. You
should always get a professional in when it comes to gas or electric. If you’re putting in an electric shower, use a registered
electrician – mistakes can be fatal!
• Buying the goods yourself – with the approval of your fitter – can help to reduce the cost dramatically. If you are buying
from a company that quotes for installation too, check to see what it would cost for a plumber and electrician to do it
independently.
• Whether buying the products yourself or getting someone in, it’s worth looking at the guarantees, especially for things
such as grouting or sealant, which are costly to replace if they spring a leak. Look for lifetime or ten-year-plus warranties.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?
ProjectONE Wales is an FMB member
firm from Penarth in the Vale of
Glamorgan. Visit their website at
www.projectonewales.co.uk for
more information and to contact
them about your project.

Find A Builder in Wales

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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The gains of

going green

It may seem complicated and expensive, but there are so many
compelling reasons for UK homeowners to switch on to domestic
eco-measures, say the Energy Saving Trust. So why wait?
MAKE YOUR HOME
MORE EFFICIENT

I

t would be easy to let sustainability
and energy efficiency get sidetracked
by economic concerns. However,
there are numerous economic and
environmental benefits which come
from making UK homes more energy
efficient and giving them the green
refurbishments they desperately need.
So what stops people from making their
homes more energy efficient? According
to research by the Energy Saving Trust,
hassle and lack of knowledge are key
reasons which prevent six in ten of us
from retrofitting our homes 1. However,
one of our recent public surveys
revealed that 64% would be more energy
efficient in the home if someone told
them how through relevant information
and advice.

LOWER-COST
INSULATION
It’s probably best to start with energyefficiency measures that have less of
an up-front cost. Loft insulation is
one of the most efficient ways to keep
heat from escaping in a home. The
thickness of the insulation plays an
important role in providing benefits to
the homeowners – Energy Saving Trust
typically recommends 270mm – and is
easy to top up if there’s some there
already. To give an idea of cost savings,
topping up from 100mm to 270mm
can save around £25 a year on heating
bills, while insulating a loft with no
insulation at all with 270mm of new
insulation could save up to £180*.
Another form of insulation with a
relatively low up-front cost is cavity
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wall insulation. If a home was built
after 1920, the chances are that its
external walls are made of two layers
with a gap or cavity between them.
Cavity wall insulation fills that gap,
keeping the warmth in to save energy.
The average installation cost for
cavity wall insulation is between
£450 and £500 with the saving
being around £140* a year. This
represents a payback period of less
than four years.

NEW SUPPORT FOR
MORE EXPENSIVE INSULATION
Despite the obvious benefits of cavity wall insulation, not all homes have cavity
walls so require a different insulation approach. If homes were built before 1920,
then external walls are probably solid rather than cavity walls. Solid walls can be
insulated – either from the inside or the outside, or a “hybrid” mixture of both.
This will cost more than insulating a standard cavity wall and is more disruptive,
but the savings on the heating bills will be as substantial, if not greater. Internal
solid wall insulation can save around £460 a year, while external solid wall
insulation can save around £490 a year*. Because solid wall properties may be
more varied in their construction, and can often pose particular challenges, the
cost is greatly varied and may typically be anywhere between £5,500 to £8,500
for internal, and £10,500 to £14,500 for external solid wall installation.
The high up-front cost may put homeowners off solid wall insulation but funding
is now available through the Energy Company Obligation (ECO). The aim is to
provide enough support to make these relatively expensive measures more
cost-effective for the homeowner. Solid wall insulation will be a key measure in
transforming the energy efficiency of the UK’s housing stock, with the ‘Carbon
Saving Obligation’ element of ECO subsidising this measure for ‘leaky homes’
to bring down energy costs in the long-term and achieve high carbon savings.
ECO supports the Green Deal in delivering additional financial support packages
to measures where the household is not in a position to take out Green Deal
finance without additional funding, such as those living in ‘leaky homes’ that
are not energy efficient. Energy Saving Trust is advising UK households that
think their home’s characteristics could be eligible under the ‘Carbon Saving
Obligation’ of ECO to call the Energy Saving Advice Service on 0300 123 1234,
or 0808 808 2282 in Scotland, to double-check their eligibility and arrange an
assessment.

1 Energy Saving Trust, Trigger points - a convenient truth, 1st February 2011. * For a gas heated, three bed semi-detached property.

THE EXPERT VIEW
A fabric-first approach and lots of research are key to a successfully
retrofitting an existing property to save energy. It’s not necessarily cheap
or simple, but it is well worth it according to Mark Turner of Get Turner,
an eco-retrofitting specialist.
Energy-efficiency is a key watchword for most people having building
work done these days, especially with energy bills rocketing. But be
warned – it is not really worth trying to cut corners when addressing
the issue.

So what are some of the key things to bear in mind when
having energy-saving measures installed in the home?

NEW BATHROOM, NEW
KITCHEN? WHY NOT
LOOK AT ENERGY
EFFICIENCY TOO?
Research from the Energy Saving
Trust showed that seven out of ten
householders were interested in
implementing energy efficiency
measures as part of work on the home,
while 85% admitted they would be
willing to increase their budget, by an
average of 10%, to incorporate some
form of energy-saving into any works 2.
This equates to around £500 on smaller
projects and as much as £1,000 on
larger projects.
If homeowners are looking to install
energy efficiency measures at a
cheaper rate, then it makes perfect
sense to do it alongside existing home
improvements. Fitting the energy
efficiency measures with other home
improvements will provide homeowners
with the same environmental and
financial benefits but also save money
on the actual job and cost of the energy
efficiency measure.
For example, external insulation will
also cost less if you do it when you're
having other work done to the outside.
And if you have rendered walls with
damaged render, or brick walls that
need re-pointing, external insulation
may not cost you much more than
you would need to pay for the repairs.

“First, the improvements should be carried out by a contractor with the
necessary skills in what is a relatively new expertise,” Mark says. “For
example, carrying out a whole raft of insulation measures without
ensuring a building can ‘breathe’ can result in real problems. Any works
not carried out properly are likely to underperform. Remember, it’s a
complex subject and every house and scenario will be slightly different.”

So how do you know if the technology will perform as
planned?
“Regular liaison between client and contractor is vital, and in energyefficiency retrofitting it can be particularly useful to keep in contact even
after the work is completed, to feedback to your builder on how the
measures are performing,” Mark advises. “A builder who can demonstrate
to you how previous clients are getting on with their energy-efficient
homes is probably the one you should choose when tendering the work!”

So it sounds like retrofitting an older home to make it
more energy-smart may be more trouble than it is worth.
Is that really the case?
“Inevitably older properties will be more problematic. When an old
building is stripped out ready to receive its energy-saving facelift, it is
common to find disintegrating plaster, brickwork rot and poor beams
along with the ancient pipe-work and wiring. It pays to be realistic
about what may be found, and put a generous contingency fund in
place so you don’t have to compromise on the job.”

Get Turner is an FMB member firm in Bethnal Green, East London.
Visit their website at www.getturner.co.uk to find out more, or to
contact them about your project.
Get Turner’s extensive eco-retrofit of a house in East London
won the firm a regional Master Builder of the Year Award

For more information visit
www.energysavingtrust.org.uk

2 Energy Saving Trust, Trigger points - a convenient

truth, 1st February 2011

Before

After
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Passive heat
An award-winning energy efficiency build in Northern Ireland
With her son taking over the family farm and needing the farmhouse to
live in, Violet Crosbie wanted a new home that would be comfortable, as
well as being easy and affordable to maintain

S

he hired Moffitt & Robinson
Construction, who not only made
her retirement home a reality,
but the first home in Northern Ireland
to reach the demanding Passive
House standard.
William Moffitt undertook many
months of research before building
started to ensure that he knew the
exact requirements in order to meet
the Passive House standard (originally
developed in Germany). The principle
is to create a highly insulated airtight
building that is so efficient that it takes
virtually no energy to heat. Achieving a
building that actually performs to these
standards requires sound design and
faultless workmanship on site.
Violet was happy to give the
contractors the time to do the
necessary research – her only
stipulation was that the finished house
should look plain and traditional.
“Willie spent a lot of time in research
regarding this project, at no additional
cost to me,” Violet said. “I was kept
on board throughout the project
and consulted regarding every
major decision.”
The timber-frame structure used
thick, efficient insulation around the
habitable space, fitted on either side
of an airtight membrane. The

importance of this element was
impressed on all the site workers as
any accidental puncture or damage
to the membrane, however minor,
would compromise the airtightness.
Ventilation is provided by a mechanical
ventilation and heat recovery system.
This vents air from the interior and
reclaims the heat to warm the fresh
air brought into the interior.
“There are no draughts and with the
constant air circulation it always feels
fresh. I have one wood burner for
heating when I need it, but as the
wood comes from the farm I really
don’t have to spend any money on
heating. I don’t have to open the
windows at all and, to be honest,
living on a farm that is a great bonus:
no flies!”
To reduce energy costs even further
the bungalow has a solar thermal
system on the roof to heat water and
solar PV panels fitted to one of the
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farm buildings generate electricity both
for the house and for export to the grid.
The building is certified to Passive
House standard and achieved Zero
Carbon status, meaning Violet pays
no rates for five years.
No wonder Violet was pleased. “I
cannot praise William Moffitt highly
enough and I am delighted with the
time and effort the company invested
to achieve this wonderful energyefficient dream home,” she said.

The principle is to
create a highly
insulated airtight
building that is so
efficient that it takes
virtually no energy
to heat.

WHAT IS PASSIVHAUS?
This standard for low-energy buildings was
developed in 1996 by the Passivhaus Institute,
and there are now more than 50,000 such
buildings around the world.
Homes built to the Passivhaus standard exhibit
excellent thermal comfort, according to
residents, and achieve a 90% reduction in
heating and associated bills.
The Passivhaus Institute’s EnerPHit standard is
similarly impressive, and can be used for the
retrofit of existing buildings, achieving a typical
80% reduction in space heating demand.
Compared to UK building regulations the
airtightness requirements are 16 times more
demanding, thermal bridging is reduced by
more than 75% and ventilation heat losses by
the same amount.
The standard doesn’t stop there: there are
rigorous requirements to maintain the
cleanliness of ductwork during construction
to ensure good indoor air quality; a need to
balance the ventilation system; and
soundproofing in habitable spaces.
On-site measurements and inspections are used
to verify buildings are capable of satisfying these
requirements – high standards of craftsmanship
are required.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?
Mark Siddall of LEAP: Low Energy
Architectural Practice www.leap4.it
works with FMB North member Joe Dixon
www.jdjoineryandbuilding.co.uk on
Passivhaus projects.

Find A Builder in Northern Ireland

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Preaching to the

converted

There are millions of empty properties in the UK just waiting to be
converted into a dream home. And you won’t pay VAT on renovating
a building that’s been vacant for two years or more - now that’s tempting

F

inding a property is half the battle.
But how do you know whether
the property is suitable for a
conversion into a dwelling? And what
red-tape must you contend with for a
conversion of this type?
John Burke, of Corryards Developments
Ltd in Scotland, a specialist in converting
old buildings into fantastic homes,
has this advice: “When considering a
purchase of an empty building or nonresidential property with the view of
converting it into a home, try and speak
to as many people as possible who
know the property.
“When you have established the
current status of the building, now
comes the fun part of imagining what
the property could look like,” continues
John. “Can you see yourself living
there, and how will you use your new
home? The more time you spend
examining the current status and
thinking of the future state, the fewer
pitfalls you will experience.”
There will of course be red-tape to
negotiate when buying an empty

property. John advises you seek 100%
clarity on the following key questions:
• Is the building listed? And if so,
what grade and with which body is
it listed? Depending on the status of
the listing, you will be restricted as
to the extent of alternations which
you can make to the building.
• Will planning permission be
required? Speak to architects and
builders to get their view, speak to the
local planning officer and see if they
can offer an early opinion. Consider
“what if” scenarios, such as “what if
I don’t get planning permission?”
• What is the current value of the
property, as opposed to the listed
selling price? Does it offer good
value? What are the likely
development costs?
Once you have done your homework,
and answered all of the above
questions to the best of your ability,
you’re ready to take next steps. As
John says, “it is likely you will require
planning permission, especially if it is
a listed building, or if the extent of your
renovations are considerable”.

“A good architect will be able to advise
on what you can do under permitted
development [without requiring
planning permission],” adds John.
“I also advise clients to prepare a
Stakeholder Plan, outlining all the
people and organisations you need
to engage with throughout the various
stages of the project, and a strategy
on how to manage each stakeholder.
“You need to be crystal clear what
you need from each stakeholder –
for example, the neighbour with an
adjoining property would be a key
stakeholder with specific concerns.
Be clear what success looks like, which
could be that the neighbour does not
object to the planning application,”
John adds.
John offers the following strategies to
help usher planning consent through:
• Communicate with your neighbours
at the earliest stage and tell them
what your intentions are.
• Be open and transparent at all times,
and try to put yourself in their shoes.
How would you feel if someone was
going to carry out renovations next
door to your house? If it means
putting an empty or derelict building
back into use, most people will be in
favour, but you should consider the
impact of your design, how you can
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minimise disruption, and future use
issues such as shared access or
common land around your properties.
• Offer to show them your designs
and ask their opinion – they will feel
part of the project, people generally
love being asked their opinions!
• Communicate regularly to update
them on progress. Notify them if
there will be a large delivery of
materials or noisy machinery will
be used, for instance.
And there are a couple of final things to
think about. “You could build energysaving measures into your renovation,”
John suggests. “They generally cost
more, but if you are planning to live in
the property for at least five years then
they will be worth it.”

It’s important too to consider where
the building is. “If it’s in an area of
natural beauty, conservation area or
national park, then there will be certain
restrictions on what you can and can’t
do in your conversion. Your architect
or builder should be able to advise,”
says John.
Be warned, taking on an older building
which has not been lived in before, or
at least for a long time, is not for the
faint-hearted. “If you are the type of
person who wants an easy life with
no hassle, converting an old empty
building may not be for you,” cautions
John. “But if you want a truly unique
home, where your efforts and hassles
have added significant value to the
property, then renovation is the path
for you.”

AVOID EMPTY PROMISES
John Burke of Corryard Developments offers
a list of some of the most common mistakes
incurred when carrying out a conversion.
Make sure you avoid the following five pitfalls
when renovating an old, empty building:
• Not engaging a competent builder who has
experience in similar projects, and who can
‘think outside the box’ and solve problems
proactively throughout the project.
• Not engaging an architect – architects
spend six years at university studying
design and architecture for good reason.
I know, because I married one! Don’t
make the mistake of not engaging an
experienced architect to try and save
money. A good architect will make the
best use of the space available, will see
things that you don’t see, and will open
your eyes to the possibilities. Be warned,
like builders, not all architects are the
same, so take the time to select the right
one for you. Go and see some of their
designs and past work, and definitely
speak to their previous clients.
• Not having enough funds to finish the
project – conversion projects are generally
more expensive that standard new builds,
but the end result is so much more
rewarding. Do your sums and, to be safe,
get a quantity surveyor to check them,

TOP TRANSFORMATIONAL TIPS
John Burke of Corryard Developments offers the following checklist to
increase the chances that your conversion project will all go smoothly:
• Before purchasing your building, learn as much about the property as you
possibly can, dig deep to find all the information about the property from
multiple sources – owners, neighbours, estate agents, local planners, local
builders and engineers. All will have different views, and it’s up to you to get
a clear and detailed picture of the current status of the property.

• Not having a contingency. See the point
above, and add 10% in case something
goes wrong, or you uncover something
unexpected. Inadequate foundations, dry
rot or even roosting bats are all quite
common when converting an older
property or one that has lain empty for
some time.
• Don’t try to live in the property at the
same time as the work is being carried
out. This will be stressful, cold and damp,
and probably not safe!

• Make sure you appoint an experienced building company – and don’t be
taken in by any of the cowboys out there! When considering hiring a building
contractor, make sure you see some of their recent work, and speak directly
to past clients. Check if they have won any awards for their work; always an
excellent benchmark of quality.
• “Move in in haste, repent at leisure” is my motto. Take your time to get it
right, resist any pressure, and don’t set yourself unrealistic targets. The birth
of a child or Christmas may seem like deadlines you need to beat, but these
things can’t be moved if you encounter time overruns. The more thinking
and planning you do upfront the better the end product will be. Be brave
and think big, but be flexible too so you don’t get disheartened if the project
goes temporarily off course.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?
Corryard Developments Ltd is an
FMB member firm from Crieff in
Perthshire. Visit their website at
www.corryard.com to find out more
or to contact them.

Find A Builder in Scotland

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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A rich heritage
Taking on an older building may carry with it extra challenges and
responsibilities, but a sensitive restoration or conservation can lead to
a beautiful period home you’ll treasure forever, advises the National Trust

I

t’s worth considering the main
difference between traditional
buildings and modern ones. While
modern buildings are built to keep out
water using impervious cement and
other waterproof materials, anything
built pre-1919 was designed to breathe,
allowing water to evaporate and
preventing build up of damp. Modern
buildings are effectively sealed units; old
ones need draughts so they can function
as they were designed, letting air in and
moisture out. Once this fundamental
concept of breathability is grasped, then
good communications between you and
your specialist builder should ensure
your project runs smoothly.
A common myth is that buildings are
only listed externally, when in fact the
whole building is covered, even if
specific features are not mentioned in
the listing. In England, English Heritage’s
National Heritage Protection Service
should be consulted on Grade I and 2*
properties only. The final decision on
consent rests with the Local Authority,
and will be made based on legislation
set out by English Heritage.
Whatever you do, always consult your
local Conservation Officer; not only
does this cover you for consent, it can
often prevent long-term damage being
done to your beloved old building.
A well-intentioned example of bad
practice would be the installation of
chemical damp-proof courses at ground
level. Championed as a ‘miracle cure’
and often insisted on by banks for
mortgage purposes, they are a waste

of money for traditional buildings,
and can cause considerable damage
by preventing the building from
breathing as it was designed. In timberframe buildings, for example, they
accelerate decay and may cause
structural problems. A simpler and
more cost-effective treatment would
be to lower the external ground level
by digging a French drain, channelling
water away from the building. Sealing
up the walls inside and/or outside by
hacking off the plaster and replacing
with a waterproof substitute will just
make things worse.
This thinking should also be applied to
cement, which should never be used
on an old building. A walk round your
neighbourhood will provide plenty of
evidence of the damage this causes –
the faces of bricks which have eroded
away while the harder cement remains
proudly intact, see image, above. When
seeking someone suitable to work on
your old house, ask them what they will
do and, if they mention cement, steer
well clear! It’s also worthwhile visiting
previous sites of builders’ work and
checking with the Conservation Officer
that work was done properly.
So how do you know whether your
building is listed or in a Conservation
Area? All listings should be shown on
English Heritage’s National Heritage
List for England, while the equivalent
lists should be available from Historic
Scotland and Cadw in Wales.
Alternatively, your local Conservation
Officer should have a register you
can check; they will also have a
detailed document setting out the
Conservation Area.
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When purchasing a listed building it’s
worth knowing that any unauthorised
works will be your responsibility to
put right in the event of enforcement
action, even if the work was carried
out by previous owners many years
before. A common example here
would be PVC windows, which, for
good environmental and aesthetic
reasons, are unlikely to be acceptable
in a listed building.
Other useful contacts are the Building
Conservation Directory and the Society
for the Protection Ancient Buildings
(SPAB), who offer a free advice service
as well as excellent introductory
courses for home owners. The
websites of English Heritage and
Historic Scotland also provide plenty of
information. Although there are few
grants available for owners, as most
funders usually insist on a public
benefit for any works, a useful starting
point would be the local authority.
Old buildings have a charm and patina,
which can never be emulated by
new buildings, but they do come at a
price! The trick is to always include a
contingency for any works, such as
setting aside £2,000 a year for regular
work to a typical thatched roof. Old
buildings have to move with the times,
but it is almost always possible to
undertake alterations in a sensitive way.
A good example of this would be the
works at West Wycombe village, where
the National Trust is maintaining and
upgrading many of its cottages. This
includes many measures to upgrade
the thermal performance of the
properties, such as roof insulation,
draught-proofing and secondary
glazing, which will ensure the
occupants live in a comfortable
environment which does not
compromise the historic integrity
of the buildings.

A NEW GENERATION OF
SKILLED CRAFTSMEN
The number of builders equipped with the right
knowledge and skills to work on listed buildings has
diminished in recent years and we are suffering from
a significant shortage of skills in a range of traditional
trades, which is of great concern to professional
trade organisations such as the Federation of Master
Builders.
To address these shortages and ensure knowledge is
passed on to the next generation, the Heritage Lottery
Fund is supporting several training initiatives. One
such programme is the Traditional Building Skills
Bursary Scheme. The National Trust, English Heritage,
Cadw, the National Heritage Training Group (NHTG)
and CITB are all partners in the scheme.
It has been set up to offer valuable work-based
training placements to apprentices with public or
commercial organisation that specialise in heritage
work. This should enable apprentices to have lifelong
careers in the built heritage sector and safeguard the
future of our beloved historic properties.
For more information on the scheme, visit the
www.buildingbursaries.org.uk

THE EXPERT VIEW
Tim Brereton of JC Building Services,
an FMB member firm in West Cumbria,
shares his advice on some traditional
building materials.

Breathing life back into Lime

If you are restoring or renovating
practically any building built pre 1919,
then investigating the use of traditional
lime mortars, renders and internal skim
finishes could be the key to a wholly
successful project both structurally and
aesthetically. Traditional buildings, with
their solid walls, are designed to breathe,
and if they are unable to do this because
of the inappropriate use of modern
impervious materials, then a whole host
of serious problems can occur.
Lime is not only breathable, but
extremely versatile, and the use of 100%
natural products can provide a truly
authentic heritage finish, while
eradicating problematic damp and even
thermally insulating your walls.
The cost of the materials need not be
drastically higher than modern cement
and gypsum products if sourced
correctly, however to be applied
properly it is hugely important to use
trades people with the relevant
knowledge and experience to achieve
limes full potential.

Another factor to consider where
external work is concerned is the time of
year, as lime mortars and renders are
very susceptible to frost damage within a
four-to-six-week period after application.
However the end results can be truly
spectacular, providing a tough, durable
product that oozes timeless quality and
style.

Slate

Slate can be pressed into use virtually
anywhere throughout a building. It can
provide the very toughest of roof
coverings, wall structures and floor
slabs. Shower tiles, worktops and sills
can be hewn from the stuff and it can
be found in a range of colours from
blue to green to purple. The different
types of slate are specific to

geographical areas like The Lake District
and Wales and can be bought new (at a
price) or second hand.
Recent times have seen an influx of
cheaper foreign slate into the market
from Spain, China and Brazil, however
certain planning jurisdictions are not
keen and there is a view that only slate
sourced from the UK has the minerals
needed to stand up to the local
weather. Natural slate can be used
perfectly as a floor covering in
conjunction with the latest underfloor
heating systems to act as an extremely
thermally efficient storage heater, or
even just an old slab dug out of the
back garden can bring a sense of
honest beauty to any situation. You can
even use slate chippings in renders or
as a covering for paths and drives.
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Hearth & home
Whether restoring an older property or building anew, a good fireplace is
a key element you’ll want to consider. But as well as being effective and
attractive, safety is paramount, warns the Health and Safety Executive

W

e all love the centrepiece of an
open fire or wood burner. But
the following hazards could
put you or your family at risk from a
bodged job: Falls from height during the
construction process; structural collapse;
fire risks; poisoning by combustion
gases such as carbon monoxide;
asbestos-related diseases.

ASBESTOS
• Asbestos is the biggest single cause of
occupational death among construction
workers – over 1,000 each year.
• If your property dates from before the
late 1990s, pipe lagging and the lining
on walls and doors could well contain
asbestos – as could older electric
storage heaters and the seals on older
solid fuel appliances.

You or your building contractor can get
a lot more information about managing
risks from the HSE website, but here are
some pointers you should bear in mind
when talking to your builders before the
job starts:

• If in doubt get it checked before
disturbing it – contact a licensed
asbestos contractor or an asbestos
surveyor. Ask your contractor how
they would deal with asbestos if
encountered.

WORKING ON THE ROOF
• Falling from height is the largest single
cause of fatal accidents to
construction workers.
• Falling materials, equipment and
tools can also cause death or serious
injury to workers and other people –
including people living in the property
and passers-by.
• What access equipment are your
builders using? Remember that
working from ladders is only
appropriate for short duration jobs,
not chimney repairs or installation,
and a sturdy working platform with
guard rails is needed, so ask about
scaffolding before the job begins.

STRUCTURAL STABILITY
• Make sure any stone fire surrounds
are fixed securely together and
anchored to the wall as per the
manufacture’s instructions.
• Demolition work must be planned
properly – make sure your builder
has thought about temporary support
and the sequence (from the top down
is traditional!).
• Get your builder to find out:
o If the chimney is holding up a wall
or integral to a load-bearing wall;
o Whether structural beams, floor
rafters, etc rely on chimney
brickwork for support.
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FIRE RISK AND
POISONING BY
COMBUSTION GASES
• A chimney with a damaged flue or
blocked with soot can catch fire. Have
it checked and professionally swept
before reusing it, and continue to have
it swept each year.
• An old chimney may need a flue liner,
changing from one fuel type to another
may need a different flue size, and a
hearth needs to be large enough to
contain hot embers or sparks that may
leap from the fire – take specialist
advice on what is appropriate.
• Fires and appliances that take
combustion air from the room need
a supply of air – more modern,
draught-free houses will need an
external air vent.
• If you are thinking of adding an
extension, car-port or conservatory
to your home, make sure this will not
enclose or impede an existing flue.
• Chimneys may have multiple flues –
some potentially still in use – so
check before altering a breast or
capping it.

• General builders are prohibited from
removing most types of asbestos
containing materials under most
circumstances – disturbing this
material without proper containment
could contaminate your house and
your family.

NEED ADVICE?
An experienced and professional building
contractor who comes with good
references will be able to advise and
contact any other specialists needed. You
can start the process by doing your own
research at any of the following places:
• Gas Safe Register
www.gassaferegister.co.uk
• Solid Fuel Association
www.solidfuel.co.uk
• Heating Equipment Testing and Approval
Body
www.hetas.co.uk
• Oil Firing Technical Association
www.oftec.co.uk
• National Association of Chimney
Engineers
www.nace.me.uk
• Stone Federation UK
www.stonefed.org.uk/index.php?
page=fireplace-surrounds
• The HSE website contains information
on use of construction contractors, work
at height, asbestos and domestic gas
work www.hse.gov.uk

Picture perfect
Whether you’re restoring an older home with period windows, building an
extension or even a new-build house, the glazing you opt for can make or
break your project – so do your homework and get it right first time!

I

f the eyes are the windows to a
person’s soul, then the windows are
the eyes on the soul of a building.
Windows are of particular importance
if you’re renovating or conserving an
older building. You’ll probably be limited
as to how much you can change the
original glazing and aspect of the
exterior if you live in a National Park or
conservation area, points out Trish
Nuttall of Jo Simon Construction,
which specialises in repairing and
restoring older sash windows.
“Always use a quality joinery company
with cabinet-making and manufacturing
skills, as they will be able to give you
bespoke windows, accurately measured,
which will mean a perfect fit,” says
Trish. “Sash windows need to be
carefully removed and new sash cords
fitted. We also always recommend
that old fashioned lead weights are
retained, as these work nicely and look
more authentic.”
So what restrictions apply when
refurbishing windows? “Some planning
authorities or heritage listing bodies
will allow you to fit brand new sash
windows, but more than likely you’ll
only be able to use single glazing,”
Trish points out. “New sash windows
can be made with double-glazing, so
it’s worth doing your homework to find
out whether this is permissible. A firm
such as ours could also remove the
existing glass and retrofit double glazing
into the original frames, which can
obviously make your windows more

energy-efficient while retaining the
original character.
“When sash windows are lovingly
restored in this way, it gives you the
beauty and value of your original
windows with the added benefit of a
remarkable improvement in the thermal
value,” adds Trish. “Wherever possible
you should try to avoid removing period
windows – instead repair or refurbish
the originals. Frames can even have
rotten sections removed and be repaired
seamlessly. If the frames are too far
gone, then make sure you use joinerymanufactured replacements which
replicate the originals in every detail.”
Keeping your window frames well
maintained is also important – make sure
you have wooden frames professionally
stripped and repainted every four or five
years, to prevent moisture getting into
the wood and rot setting in.
It’s also important to remember that
you will lose heat through windows
and rooflights, so buy the most highperforming glass your budget will stretch
to. “Velux windows are one of the
greatest inventions ever!” says Trish. “Fit
as many as you can in any scheme with
sloping roofs, as the amount of light they
let into the room is absolutely fabulous.

If you do get Velux windows, make sure
you use a four-star rated Velux fitter or
a really good roofing firm or joinery
manufacturer who is used to doing this
type of installation, and always make
sure they use the correct flashing kits
for your particular roof.”
And if you think this sounds rather
expensive, think again – it’s usually
more cost-effective to refurbish older
windows than buy UPVC replacements.
“In my opinion, it’s better to spend
£2-3,000 to refurbishing good windows
than £10,000 on UPVC,” says Trish.
“Remember too that UPVC windows
aren’t maintenance-free, and will start
to wear out and become discoloured
after ten years or so, depending on their
quality. Many people find they are on
their second set of new UPVC windows
after 20 years in the same house, so
maybe refurbishing those older wooden
frames isn’t such a bad idea after all!”
Jo Simon Construction is an FMB
member firm from Huddersfield,
West Yorkshire. Visit their website at
jo-simon.co.uk to find out more and
to talk to them about your project.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in Yorkshire

• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Bring the

outdoors in

Building an extension or sunroom is all very well, but don’t forget the
outdoors areas around your new room, you can have more fun out
there than you’d think

T

he idea of ‘bringing the outside
in’ seems to appeal to all,”
says Gary Webb of Whitenold
Construction, who points out that
“around 95% of extensions” he has
done in the past few years have had
large bifold doors of some description.

“

“When working on my own extension
and conversion I did it the other way
around. The patio table and seating
area were moved around the garden
to ensure we had the best of the early
evening sun,” continues Gary. “The
portable BBQ was set up in a number
of positions, to find the place where
the least smoke drifted back through
open doors or windows. Once
satisfied with the siting of outdoor
cooking and eating areas, only then
did we turn our attention to joining
with the house.”
Don’t forget your service points and
utilities, either, warns Gary: “The
planning stage is important as external
power points and lighting are so
much easier to do before laying slabs
or decking. As is the position of walls
or outbuildings, while a large
summerhouse with toilet and sink
means I don’t have to come back into
the house with my muddy boots on
when in the thick of gardening.”
When it comes to materials and
finishes, it’s important to pay attention
to detail. “There is a multitude of
paving and decking options on the
market and choice is a matter of
personal taste, but there are essential
rules to be followed,” cautions Gary.
Here are his top tips to consider when
planning outdoor adornments:
Decking: The better the quality the
longer it will last. Always ensure a
good weed-control membrane is laid
underneath. Structural timber should
always be treated.
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Paving: The sub base is as important
as the slabs; this is the patio’s
foundation, done incorrectly it will
crack and move. Always refer to
manufacturer’s instructions for
bedding and pointing requirements.
BBQs and firepits: Only build
permanent ones if you are sure about
siting. There are so many good portable
barbecues, firepits and chimeneas out
there. If you do build a permanent one,
ensure adequate foundations and use a
decent quality brick.
Landscaping: Take time to adjust to
your new hard landscaping before
laying lawns or flower beds. Always
buy good quality shrubs in large
enough pots that they can be put out,
watered and moved several times
before planting.
Water butts: The more the merrier!
With increased water costs and the
dreaded water meter, rainwater
harvesting really is the gardener’s friend.
Whitenold Construction is an
FMB member firm based in Epsom,
Surrey. For more information and
contact details visit whitenold.com

GROW YOUR OWN
The garden is an obvious place to look
if you’re thinking of adding space to
your home, says Ben Clear of CRB
contractors, a garden building specialist.
“Rear extensions and conservatories
have been common place for many
years but recently, ‘permitted
development’ rights have been
amended to allow homeowners to
expand their horizons and look a little
further down the garden path,” says Ben.
“A garden building can be anything
from a tool shed to a full-on insulated
and heated room for any use from an
office to a play room,” Ben points out.
“Always check with your local planning
authority before starting work to put
your mind at ease.”
According to Ben, the general rules for
most properties are: you cannot build in
the front garden; your building should
not exceed 30m2 (this is actually huge,
far larger than the average lounge, for
example); it should not be more than
2.5m high from the highest piece of
ground it sits on if it is within 2m of
your boundary, or up to 4m high at the
top of the roof if built more than 2m
away from your boundary.

So why construct a garden building
and not an extension? “Surprisingly
perhaps, it is significantly better value
to add a garden building than to build
an extension. A small, quality garden
building could cost as little as £6,000,
whereas an equivalent small extension
would be in the region of £12,000. A
well-built garden building has been
shown to add up to 6% to the value of
your home.”
There is a vast range of uses for a
garden building, adds Ben. “One of the
most popular choices is a home office,”
he says. “Equally, they serve just as well
as play rooms, dining rooms, music
rooms, pool rooms, gyms or teen
hangouts. The really great thing is they
can serve more than one purpose.”
CRB is an FMB member from
Eastbourne in Sussex that
designs and builds garden buildings
across the South East of England.
Visit their website at
www.crbcontractors.co.uk

THE DRIVE FOR EXCELLENCE
You can spend a fortune on your home, garage and garden, but that can all be let
down if your paths and driveways aren’t up to standard. Getting it wrong can cost
thousands to rectify, while getting it right can offset your property and garden to
a tree.
As James Scott, of driveway specialists Immaculate Construction, says: “The best
advice I can give you when looking for a contractor to replace a driveway is to use
a Marshalls-approved contractor. They’ve been assessed on the quality of their
work and are periodically re-inspected. They also offer ten-year warranty.”
As a rough guide, depending on what type of blocks are chosen, it is likely to cost
around £100 per square metre, and James’s advice to anyone thinking about
getting a drive relaid is simply “do your homework”.
He offers these simpe words of wisdom based on years of experience in the field:
“I always describe driveways as ‘icebergs’ – it’s not what’s going on above that’s
important, it’s what’s going on below.”
Immaculate Construction is an FMB member firm based in Bournemouth,
Dorset. Visit immaculate-construction.co.uk for more information or to speak
to them about your project.

DOUBLE DOORS,
DOUBLE THE SPACE
Nigel Young of A Young’s Construction
Services is a garage conversion
specialist in East Anglia. If you haven’t
already considered it, he suggests you
turf your car out on the driveway and
convert your garage into versatile extra
living space. Here’s why:
• Properties with an integral or
attached garage are ideally suited to
a conversion of this type. We can do
this at a typical average cost of £600
to £800 per square metre.

• Detached garages can also be
converted, and we’ve created standalone one-bed annexes from double
garages, complete with lounge/diner,
bedroom and bathroom. Alternatively
it can become a home office or games
room. Detached conversions typically
cost between £900 and £1,100 per
square metre, including VAT.
• Detached garages can often be linked
up to the main house with an
extension, or even built on top of it, so
you can keep the existing garage space.
• Unless you are building forward
(adding a bay etc), or in a conservation
area, planning permission isn’t
required, but building regulations do
apply. If any garage walls are attached

to a neighbouring property, you will
need a party wall agreement.
• Don’t forget to match up converted
garage floor levels to your existing
house. We see quite a few illegal
conversions where garages have
been converted without the correct
building regulations approval, done
“secretly” with the garage door left
on! Don’t be tempted, these
conversions are unsightly, unsafe,
and make your house unsaleable!
A Young’s Construction Services
Ltd is an FMB member firm in Sandy,
Bedfordshire. Visit their website at
www.youngsbuilders.co.uk for more
information or to ask them about
your project.

NEED A BUILDER FOR YOUR PROJECT?

Find A Builder in the East of England
• Visit www.fmb.org.uk/fab
• Post your project details
• Up to five FMB members from your area will
contact you
• Choose the right tradesperson for your job
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Protection for

your new extension
Your home is a considerable investment; in fact it's probably the
biggest investment you will ever make so make sure it’s protected

W

henever you alter or improve
your home, a building
warranty can help protect
your investment.
Building warranties from the
Federation of Master Builders (FMB)
provide protection for:
• Any deposit paid to your builder
prior to the commencement of
works on site. If your builder defaults,
then insurers have the option
either to refund your deposit or to
complete your development in
accordance with the original plans
or specifications;
• Any failure of the works during the
course of construction caused by
faulty materials or workmanship or
in the event of your builder ceasing
to trade. Again if the worst happens,
insurers will step in and provide a
financial contribution towards the
cost of completing the development;
• Protection after completion of the
works for a period of between two
and ten years. In the event of a latent
defect occurring in the construction,
insurers will provide the means to
rectify the defect.
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INSURANCE BACKED
The FMB warranties are insurance
backed and warranties can be
transferred on the sale of the
property to any new owner. All
of our warranties are supported
by most major banks and
mortgage lenders.
If you would like to know more
please get in touch with the FMB
to find out about the added value
a warranty can bring to your
home improvement project, or for
a quotation.
Terms and conditions apply, please
see policy wording for full details.
Visit www.fmbuildassure.co.uk, or
call 01223 508407 to speak to the
insurance team.

