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Permitted Development
Under the General Permitted 
Development Order, 1995, you are 
allowed to undertake certain work 
to your home, subject to conditions, 
such as materials being of similar 
appearance. The rights do not extend 
to flats, properties within Conservation 
Areas with Article 4 Directions or on 
designated land, such as National Parks, 
etc. You should always check with a 
professional about the particular case 
before putting work in hand. Please read 
our guide to Permitted Development for 
dwellings to find out more.

If you are planning to build something 
that is not of similar appearance to the 
existing dwelling, then you will inevitably 
need to apply for Planning Approval. 
The work will be subject to the Building 
Regulations and you might also require 
Party Wall agreements.

Most council planning departments 
produce residential design policies. 
Though open to interpretation, it is 
important to be familiar with these 
policies as it will impact on whether 
your planning application is likely to be 
approved.

What Lies Beneath
If you have a Victorian property it is 

prudent to work out where the drains 
run. Many older properties have shared 
drains, which have been adopted by 
the local water authority and require 
permission to build in proximity to 
or over them. Manholes that access 
adopted sewers cannot be located 
internally.

Victorian properties and earlier do not 
have foundations in the sense that we 
think of them, they simply sit on brick 
corbels. This combined with the lime 
mortar traditionally used means that the 
buildings can flex with the seasons.

You will either have a solid ground floor 
or a suspended one of timber. Ventilation 
should be maintained beneath 
suspended timber floors to ward off 
damp and condensation.

Many older properties also have lead 
water mains. It is a good idea to update 
and enlarge the incoming mains, 
running as far towards the shared water 
mains as possible when upgrading the 
plumbing and heating .

Hazardous Materials
It is not uncommon especially in early 
twentieth century properties and 
outbuildings to find asbestos in sheets, 
lagging or impregnated in artex and 

render. If this is suspected it should 
be tested and removed by a certified 
specialist.

Trees
Trees present an issue for structural 
engineers when designing their 
foundations. Some species have deeper 
root spread and water requirements than 
others. It is essential that the structural 
engineer is aware of their species, size 
and position in proximity to your building.

Allow Daylight into Deep Plans
When houses are extended the room 
that was at the back of the house 
becomes a new awkward space in the 
middle, suffering from a lack of daylight 
and a lack of purpose. Use rooflights to 
bring daylight back into these neglected 
middle spaces. Locate serviced rooms 
such as utility areas and WCs in the 
centre of the plan, thereby freeing up the 
periphery, which may reveal desirable 
views, making spaces seem larger.

Vistas
Architects are aware that people like to 
move towards a view or from a darker to 
a lighter space. They will often frame a 
view in the distance revealing glimpses 
of it as you travel through a building, 
subconsciously telling them which way 
to travel.
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Useful Resources

The Planning Portal
planningportal.co.uk/info/200130/common_projects

Thames Water
developers.thameswater.co.uk

The Party Wall Act Etc. Explanatory Booklet
assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/523010/Party_Wall_etc__
Act_1996_-_Explanatory_Booklet.pdf

Align Elements
Another tool architects use is to make 
elements align, be they walls, windows, 
junctions, lights etc. This takes precise 
coordination to achieve, but the time 
taken to do this will show in the finished 
work.

Orientation
A south facing garden room will receive 
plenty of sunlight, creating strong, 
dancing shadows and will be very 
warm in summer. A north facing study 
will receive consistent, well distributed 
daylight throughout the day, but will 
be cooler. An east facing bedroom will 
receive morning sun, and a west facing 
dining room will receive late afternoon 
sun.

Let The Outside In
Create seamless thresholds between 
inside and outside. Concealed slot 
drains allow floors to be flush, glazing 
can disappear between internal and 
external planters and window seats  
framing a view.

Take Care with Open Plans
Steel and concrete framed buildings 
allowed architects to free up the 
planning of buildings. No longer 
constrained by structural walls, rooms 
became larger and less enclosed. In 
modern centrally heated houses open 
plan kitchens and dining areas are 
commonly found. If not skillfully handled 
though, open plan arrangements 
can present problems with privacy, 

overlooking, fire separation, noise and 
cooking odours.

Compliment & Contrast, Rather Than 
Match
Just as the host building reflects the 
era in which it was built, the new works 
should reflect the era in which they have 
been built. Buildings read as a history 
of our built environment. The best 
of our buildings will remain for future 
generations to judge. A contemporary 
approach if handled with diligence, 
can be sensitive. Some of the most 
successful additions to historic buildings 
are unashamedly contemporary.

Listed Properties and Those 
in Conservation Areas Require 
Particular Attention
Consider carefully the materials that 
you use for repairs. If you own a Listed 
Building, be aware of the reasons why 
the building is considered notable. 

Ensure you have the necessary consents 
in place before undertaking work. It is 
a criminal offence to demolish a Listed 
structure without consent. 

Lime mortars and lime renders are 
breathable and compatible with the 
traditional building methods of older 
buildings than cement based mortars 
and renders, which can trap moisture. 
Lime based materials require care during 
execution and work is best undertaken 
during the spring and summer months to 
avoid frost damage. 

Compile Cost Plans Along the Way
Until the project is tendered cost 
plans are always approximations, but 
compiling one may help you avoid 
nasty surprises later. When you tender 
your project ensure that you receive a 
full breakdown of the costs, as far as 
possible. Do not forget VAT. With existing 
properties extra costs may arise when 
dealing with elements concealed within 
the existing fabric of the building and 
under the ground. Try and identify these 
as far as possible, but also ensure that 
you have a contingency fund. Costs can 
increase as clients become enthusiastic 
about their project.

Use a Good Architect
You will be working with your architect 
over a period of months, so you will 
need to get along and have similar taste. 
You should compile a written brief 
outlining your requirements and 
aspirations, your budget and your 
programme. A scrap-book of images 
helps. The brief is not just about the 
space that you require but also aspects 
that make life more pleasurable. 

Excerpts from this article originally 
appeared in Homebuilding & 
Renovating Magazine.
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