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Time to get educated 
Potton’s Mark stevenson discusses the best ways to 

seek expert advice and expertise to ensure you have the 

correct information to hand to start your project

Why should you self build? 
If you want to create the home of your dreams, we 

discuss why this is the ideal way to achieve your goal

How to get finance & set a budget 

How much will your scheme cost, and how will you  

pay for it? we look at managing cash and securing a 

suitable mortgage

Finding the perfect plot 
Discovering an ideal spot to construct your property is no 

mean feat, but where should you start your search?

Key structural systems  

we discuss the UK’s two most popular build systems, 

timber frame and brick & block. But which route is right for 

you and your project?

Designing your new home  

How do you turn your ideas into a buildable reality?  

Here we discuss your architectural options as well as 

how to find a professional to guide you 

welcome
From my point of view, the benefits 
of self building are endless – you 
get to create a home that suits your 
lifestyle, is unique and which will 
cost considerably less to construct 
than purchasing a similar developer 
built property. If you’re interested in 

taking the steps towards creating your own bespoke 
abode, you’re sure to have a whole host of questions to 

ask about the processes involved. that’s why we’ve been 
working with the self Build academy to bring you this no 
nonsense guide to everything you need to know – from 
finding a plot and formulating a design to selecting a 
construction system and project managing. Knowledge is 
king, so read on and arm yourself with the information 
required to get your own project off the ground. 

Sourcing & buying materials 
You need to ensure you procure the right products 

for your build at the right price, but where should your 

search start and are there discounts to be had?

Organisation & project management 

Do you have the skills required to run your scheme 

yourself, or should you leave it up to the professionals?

Planning consent & applications  
we steer you through the hurdles of the planning 

system with this easy-to-read guide to gaining consent

Building Regulations 
Your new home must be built to the standards set out 

by the government, here’s what you need to know

Contracts & insurance 
It’s essential that you have the right documentation in 

place to ensure your project runs smoothly

Finishing your build  
the five essential steps to completing your home

Self build FAQs 
the experts from Potton and the self Build academy 

answer your housebuilding questions
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TIME TO   GET EDUCATED 

I
’ve been working in the construction 
industry for many years, so I’m all too 
aware of the risks and pitfalls involved  
in creating your own property. However,  

I also know just how rewarding it can be to 
successfully complete your own bespoke  
self build home.

During my time working within the industry, 
I have come to realise that there is no such 
thing as a stereotypical self builder. From 
young couples to empty nesters, the prospect 
of building your own home attracts people 
from all walks of life – all of whom have 
differing budgets, skills and competencies. 
the motivations for undertaking a self build 
are just as diverse, and whilst many people 
simply want to create something tailored to 
their family’s needs, others may be driven to 
build something spectacular that makes an 
architectural statement or is the ultimate in 
terms of energy efficiency and sustainability. 

Getting informed
one thing that all self builders have in 
common is a hunger for knowledge – it 
makes sense that people want to have the 
best information to hand so that they are in a 
good position to make key decisions for their 
project. Many people will want this education 

far in advance of starting on their scheme, 
while others will take a much more gung-ho 
approach and learn what they need to as 
they go along. whilst self building is certainly 
not for the faint hearted, it is without a doubt 
one of the most rewarding life experiences if 
managed properly.

In my estimation, self building does not 
always involve creating a home that’s ‘cutting 
edge’ or exceptionally complicated. the 
problems that are often dramatised on tV 
programmes are almost all avoidable with 
proper planning, management and common 
sense. this is fine for me to say given my 
26 years of construction experience, but for 
novice self builders, who are often unfamiliar 

with the processes involved and have little 
prior knowledge to draw upon, it’s no wonder 
that problems can occur even on the most 
straightforward of projects.

For anyone thinking of self building, 
it’s essential that you arm yourself with 
information of exactly what it takes to 
create your dream home. It is essential that 
you understand why certain methods and 
procedures are right and what has to be 
done to implement them. In the world of self 

build, knowing is simply not enough; you also 
have to put the theory into practice.

at Potton we have helped thousands 
of people to successfully build their own 
home. over our many decades of being 
in business we have learnt that the key to 
success is not only sharing our experience 
and providing the support required, but also 
offering the education needed to enable 
customers to self-manage and control the 
risks themselves. that’s why we’ve teamed up 
with Build It to bring you this in depth guide 
on exactly how to self build, as well as set up 
a range of educational sessions to broaden 
and hone your knowledge and skills. 

The Self Build Academy
to celebrate the 50th anniversary of 
Potton homes, we have used our extensive 
experience to set up the self Build academy, 
which comprises a range of workshops and 
seminars with the aim of making our expert 
knowledge available to all self builders.

the self Build academy contains  
five core educational sessions. Each one  
is targeted at different stages of the build 
process. together, they will guide you all  
the way through the development of your 
dream home and will help you to foster  
the necessary skills required to successfully 
complete your project.

the academy also hosts self build 
networking events, which feature ‘ask an 
Expert’ sessions, along with opportunities 
to meet and talk to other like-minded 
individuals. In addition, special events with 
industry experts are held at Potton’s show 
centre, and are aimed at dispelling self build 
myths as well as providing expert tips and 
advice. For those who want to experience a 
live build, pop up events are held across the 
country to give you access to visit homes 
whilst they are being built, and see first-hand 
how a successful scheme is managed. For 
more information and to find out how to get 
involved, visit selfbuildacademy.co.uk

Potton’s Mark Stevenson discusses the 

importance of education and knowledge 

for all self builders and highlights the 

best ways to arm yourself with the 

information required to undertake a 

successful project 

MARK STEVENSON 
Mark has 26 years’ experience in the 
construction industry. as managing 
director of Potton (potton.co.uk) his focus 
is on providing first class customer 
service, working collaboratively with 
clients and sharing his expertise and 
experience of building successfully
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WHY SHOULD YOU 
SELF BUILD?SELF BUILD

How to

a
ccording to the national custom 
and self Build association 
(nacsBa), there are six million 
people in the UK who want to 

create their own home, and one million have 
already started the planning process. Most 
self builders, including those you’ll meet 
through the pages of Build It magazine, will 
tell you it’s a fantastic – albeit emotional – 
experience, full of highs and lows. I’m yet to 
meet someone who feels it’s not worth all 
the hard work and effort. self builders always 
seem to gain a huge amount of pride in what 
they’ve achieved, not to mention a property 
that they really enjoy living in. 

one of the main benefits of self building 
is the opportunity to create a home that 
perfectly suits your lifestyle – both from a 
practical and design point of view. while you 
may find it hard to track down an existing 
house that matches your tastes on the 
open market, creating a bespoke property 
will remove these limitations. If you want a 
contemporary dwelling with bags of light 
and space, this is your chance to create 
it. similarly, if your requirements are for a 
budget friendly and low maintenance house, 
building your own home will provide you with 
the opportunity to construct just that. 

there is no single demographic that self 
builders fall into; there’s a healthy mix of 
younger people looking to get on the housing 
ladder, families in need of more room and 
retirees wanting to downsize – all with very 
different budgets. People from all walks of 

life build their own home, as you’ll see from 
the diverse selection of houses in this book. 

Affordability 
although many of the programmes you see 
on tV may tell you otherwise, creating your 
own home makes financial sense. according 
to Lloyds Banking Group, the average self 
build costs just £255,543. 

with this figure in mind, not only is it 
possible to create a good quality home on a 
relatively small budget, you’ll almost certainly 
make a healthy sum if you plan to sell it on, 
too. as a rule of thumb, if you budget well, you 
could expect your house to be worth 20% 
more than your outlay costs when you put it 
on the market. this is dependent on location 
and overall quality, but you can certainly expect 
to pay far less for your bespoke property 
than you would by purchasing a like-for-like 
developer built dwelling. 

Furthermore, if you were to buy a home 
direct from the residential market for more 
than £250,000 you would have to pay 
a hefty 3% stamp duty. this tax is only 
chargeable on the cost of the land. so, if 
the plot you’re buying is valued under the 
£125,000 threshold (which many are) you 
won’t owe a penny. sites worth between 
£125,000-£250,000 will command a 1% 
fee. this percentage is fixed, regardless of 
the market value of your finished dwelling.

Building a new home from scratch will  
also net you savings on Vat. Labour costs  
on new houses are zero-rated, while you  
can reclaim the Vat charged on many 
building materials after completion. compare 
that to a conventional renovation – where 
labour and materials would both be charged 
at 20% – and you’re in for a significant 
discount on your project. 

these savings are one of the key reasons 
why ‘knock down and rebuild’ opportunities 
are steadily increasing in popularity. the 
sheer variation in tax obligations often means 
it’s more financially savvy to build from 

scratch. what’s more, replacement projects – 
where you knock down an existing dwelling 
and build a new one – are always worth 
considering for planning purposes. the fact 
a domestic structure already exists on a plot 
may ease the transition to gaining consent 
for a new build.

Finally, remember that you are in charge 
of the purse strings. You can make key 
decisions on where to spend and where to 
save. You may want to cut back investment 
on home automation installations or a high 
end kitchen, for example, in favour of a top 
notch heating system or increased insulation 
levels, both of which will save you money in 
the long term. and, if you are planning to stay 
in the property for years to come, you can 
always upgrade non-permanent features in 
the future when you have sufficient budget.

More support for self builders
It’s fair to say that bespoke home projects 
have become a little easier in recent years, 
especially since the government launched a 
£30m fund to boost the sector back in 2011.

new planning practice guidance has been  
introduced to ensure councils establish the 
demand for self build in their area, as well as 
take steps to help those aspiring to create 
their own home in the future. the government 
has also announced its intention to introduce 
a new land release scheme, ‘Right to Build’. 
this is targeted at individual self builders and 
will allow them to gain access to council-
owned land, which would be supplied as 
viable, serviced plots. the government has 

already identified 11 vanguard councils to 
pioneer the scheme, including cherwell 
District council, shropshire council and 
teignbridge District council.

the community Infrastructure Levy (cIL) 
was brought into force in april 2010 as a 
route for councils to raise money to pay for 
the additional infrastructure required by new 
developments. originally the levy included 
one-off homes, and often involved a budget 
busting four or five figure sum. thankfully, 
self builders are now exempt from paying this 
tax – you must apply for relief from the cIL 
using a two-part exemption form, available via 
planningportal.gov.uk.

Tailored financial products 
Most self builders pay for their projects with 
the help of a specialist mortgage. although 
the general market has been turbulent over 
the past few years, increased awareness 
of self build and more investment in the 
industry overall means lending opportunities 
for bespoke homes are on the up. It is still 
possible to borrow up to 85% of the cost of a 
plot and 80% of the cost of a build through 

If you want to own a unique and 

attractive property that suits your 

family’s needs and is worth more than 

you paid to construct it, then self 

building could be ideal for you, says 

Build It’s Anna-Marie DeSouza

 

Left: Phil and Fiona Groves built 
their new family home in the 
Lincolnshire countryside. Phil 
wanted to be involved with the 
build so he organised the various 
trades. He also did some work 
himself, including installing the 
kitchen and fitting the underfloor 
heating. the 300m2 house cost 
£270,000. Below: Kelvin and 
amanda collins built their 120m2 

coastal home for just £120,000. 
Kelvin got really hands on with this 
knock down and rebuild project 
and worked alongside the 
professionals as a site labourer
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products such as Buildstore’s accelerator 
advance stage payment mortgages 
(buildstore.co.uk).  

the stage payment system means that 
lenders allow you to draw down funds at 
different periods in your project – so wages 
can be transferred to tradespeople and 
materials purchased etc. typically, payments 
are made in arrears of the building stages. 
However, accelerator mortgages provide the 
opportunity to draw funds prior to completion 
of each element. this eases cash flow and 
reduces deposit amounts.

What will you do?
the term ‘self build’ covers a spectrum of 
actual routes to a new home, from farming 
out every service (such as planning, design 
and decorating) to being completely hands-
on throughout. How involved you decide to 
be depends on your budget, skills and time 
available. Research undertaken by Build It 

last year highlighted that just over 90% of 
self builders are planning to undertake some 
of the work on their project themselves. of 
this, a further 29% were hoping to personally 

undertake more than a quarter of all the 
tasks. If you have the ability and time to pour 
foundations or lay your own bricks, then great 
– you’ll enjoy getting your hands dirty and will 
save money to boot. 

If you are less experienced or just don’t 
have time to spare, there’s nothing to worry 
about – many self builders choose to 
take on the role of project manager, hiring 
contractors to take care of the skilled work 
and occasionally helping with labour. others 
commission an architect’s design and work 
with a single main contractor, or even take a 
back seat and allow a package company to 
complete everything. all of these routes (and 
more) fall under the ‘self build’ bracket; you 
simply need to choose the option that best 
suits your circumstances.

However you decide to create your new 
home, there are some key tasks that you’ll 
certainly have to tackle. First up are finding a 
plot, securing finance and setting a budget – 
you’ll need to get these things in place before 
you can move on to commissioning a design, 
obtaining planning permission and sourcing 
trades to build a home that satisfies Building 
Regulations. throughout this book we will 
detail and guide you through these key stages 
of a project to ensure you can successfully 
complete your dream home.                                         

Keith Young realised a life long dream when he 
built this stunning contemporary home in the 
Pembrokshire countryside. He hired a main 
contractor to project manage the scheme to 
ensure it was a relatively stress-free build. the 
262m2 home cost £320,000
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above: the 
wisdoms 
employed 
package firm 
Potton (potton.
co.uk) to help 
them with the 
design and 
erection of their 
home. Mark 
took on the role 
of project 
manager – a 
task he really 
enjoyed. In the 
planning 
stages, the 
family drew up 
a wish list of 
how they 
wanted all the 
rooms to look 
so they could 
ensure they got 
the home of 
their dreams. 
the 340m2 
house cost 
£340,000

telephone 

01487 740044 
info@kloeber.co.uk    

www.kloeber.co.uk

Kloeber’s advanced glazing solutions are available in bespoke 

or set sizes, with exceptional insulating values, multi-point 

locking and low maintenance finishes. View our website for 

further details of our extensive product range.

 folding sliding doors

 sliding doors

 french doors

 single doors

 windows

 shaped glazed screens

 entrance doors

 roof lights

FunkyFront 
entrance door systems

NOW IN ALUMINIUM

Kloeber’s timber bifold doors and FunkyFront 

entrance doors are Secured by Design. 

Bespoke glazing solutions
in timber aluminium & composite

New showroom Nr Bicester, Buckinghamshire  
opening Jan 2015, see website for showroom details.
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HOW TO GET FINANCE  
& SET A BUDGETSELF BUILD

How to

E
very successful self build starts 
with an owner who’s got a realistic 
expectation of what they can achieve. 
Before you decide anything else – 

such as your route to delivery, construction 
method or finishing touches – you need to 
take a pragmatic approach to assessing your 
budget, not to mention working out exactly 
how you’re going to fund your new project.

the amount you have to spend will dictate 
your entire scheme, from the scale and style 
of the house to the quality of finishings. 
although self building does provide an 
affordable route to delivering your dream 
home, don’t underestimate how much it will 
cost you. It will probably become your most 
valuable asset, so running out of money 
halfway through could spell disaster. 

Planning 
You will probably have a 
general idea of the type of 
home you want to build in 
terms of the size and overall 
design – these factors will 
have the main influence on the 
cost. when setting a budget, 
it’s essential that you’re realistic 
about your requirements. 

Look at how your current 
house is arranged, how you 
use the rooms, how your life 
might change in the future and 
how you should reflect this in 
your new layout. will you plan 
bedrooms and a bathroom 
at ground floor level for easy 

access in old age, for example, or will you 
include loft space for possible conversion 
should your family grow in numbers? 

once you have found a plot you’d like to 
invest in, take your ideas to a local estate 
agent and check what the maximum value 
of similar houses in the same area is. they 
will give you an idea of what your finished 
property will be worth based on their 
knowledge of ceiling values in the catchment. 

If you subtract the cost of your land from 
this figure, you’ll be left with the maximum 
amount you should pay to create a new home 
without risking negative equity. Your actual 
build budget will sit somewhere below this 
sum at a point you can afford based on your 
personal finances and what other funds you 
can raise, through a mortgage, for example. 
take a look at self-build.co.uk/build-cost-
calculator to get a general idea of costs. 

Splitting your budget
the best way to plan your spending is to 
know exactly how much money you need to 
attribute to the various stages of your project. 
If you try to stick to these guidelines, you’ll 
hopefully not come across any nasty surprise 
fees or run out of cash before completion. 

If you’ve made the decision to self build, 

you need to think about how you are 

going to finance your scheme. Here  we 

discuss how to arrange a suitable 

mortgage and manage your budget
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Right: the 
Flynns’ home 
came in on 
budget thanks  
to their good 
organisation –  
it cost 
£449,000 
overall. 
£104,500 was 
spent on land 
(23%), labour 
and materials 
came to 
£271,500 
(60%) and 
£29,000 was 
allocated to 
fees (6%)

JOIN TODAY!
www.plotsearch.co.uk

• Over 9,000 opportunities updated 

daily from thousands of information sources

• Search by county, town or postcode 

• Receive email alerts as soon as new opportunities go online

• Choose from our range of great value subscriptions

• Full subscription refund when you complete a mortgage with BuildStore

• Share your ‘BuildStory’ with us & we’ll send you a bottle of champagne!

Custom Build Register
The nation’s self builder register!

Custom Build is the new way to create your
own home – a completely flexible way to get 
the house you’ve always wanted & save money:

• Fully serviced plots on exclusive sites
• Hands-on, self finish or turnkey solutions

• Trade sharing & bulk ordering to save you ££!

www.custombuildregister.co.uk

Practical Site Assessment
Don’t let a bad plot ruin your build

Practical Site Assessments are back by popular
demand, providing all the relevant checks &
information you need to know before deciding
if a plot is right for your project:

• Personal site visit by industry expert
• Full written report & site photographs

0845 223 4445

And listings aren’t all we do…

Begin your project today: 
join Britain’s BIGGEST online database of plots,

renovations and conversion opportunities!
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to draw down money at different phases  
of a project. this allows you to make 
payments to tradespeople and for materials 
etc. when looking for a specially tailored  
self build mortgage, your first stop should  
be Buildstore (buildstore.co.uk),  
an authority on financial advice for the  
UK self build market.

“typically stage payments are made in 
arrears of the building phases, but we work 
with some lenders to enable them to offer 
the accelerator Mortgage,” says Buildstore’s 
Rachel Pyne. “this is an advance stage 
payment product, where self builders can 
draw down the funds before each phase. It 
eases cash flow, reduces deposit amounts 
required and makes builds a bit quicker.” 

the beauty of advance stage payment 
mortgages is that, rather than waiting until 
an element has been completed and valued, 
the borrower agrees up front how much 
each stage will cost and then the funds are 
released prior to work starting. this puts you 
in a positive position – you’ll have money 
to pay bills when they are due, keeping 
workmen and suppliers happy, leading to a 
smoothly run project.

the accelerator Mortgage will generally 
release funds in six stages namely: land 
purchase; to complete foundations; wall plate 
or frame erection; wind and water tight; first 
fix and plastering; and completion.

while there are numerous lenders who 
will offer finance to self builders, the amount 
they will give (expressed as a percentage of 
the project cost) has reduced in recent years. 
Before the crunch it was possible to secure 
95% on both land and the build, but now 
lenders will require higher deposits. “some 
banks or building societies are not prepared 
to loan on the land at all, so choice of lender 
at this point can be critical,” says Rachel. “self 
builders can typically borrow up to 75% of 
the land value/purchase price, but this does 
vary from company to company.”

Claim back VAT 
to claw some money back at the end of your 
project, ensure you keep all your receipts for 
building materials. You can reclaim some Vat 
through HM Revenue & customs at the end 
of your project. For more information on how 
to claim this tax back, turn page 47 or visit 
hmrc.gov.uk/vat

However, a sensible contingency fund is 
absolutely essential. Problems will often start 
early on, particularly at groundworks stage 
as you can’t predict with 100% certainty 
what you’ll find beneath the surface – and 
you don’t want finance issues to stop you in 
your tracks before you’ve even poured the 
foundations. It’s best to work out what to set 
aside as a percentage of your construction 
figure, rather than your overall budget – you 
should allow at least 10%.

For most self builders, the biggest individual 
cost will probably be attributed to the plot, which 
will account for 30%-40% of your sum. In the 
south, expect this to be closer to the top end 
of that bracket, or possibly even more. when 
purchasing your land, think about the cost of 
utilities, too. For many urban sites, connection will 
be relatively simple with a low associated price 
tag (around 1%). However, for more remote rural 
locations, costs may surpass this. 

Your geographical location will also impact 
on labour fees, although this will obviously 
be dependent on how much of the work 
you want to do yourself. at this stage, a 
good indicator of what you should spend 
on labour is around a quarter of your overall 
budget. significant savings can be made by 
hiring individual tradesmen, as opposed to 

a general builder/turnkey package, but the 
management and coordination side of things 
will be more complex. 

obtain a few quotes from tradesmen or 
package companies for your project. Be 
specific and give as much detail as possible. 
no reputable contractor or company will give 
you a fixed price quotation from poor quality 
information. at this stage your builder should 
be able to give you a rough idea of how much 
your material requirements will add up to. 
there are ways to save money here (which 
we will discuss on page 26), but at this stage 
it’s pretty safe to assume that at least 20% of 
your budget will be consumed on materials.

Finance costs and professional fees will 
take a significant chunk of money. Even the 
most basic project will require the services 
of solicitors, engineers, surveyors etc, so this 
needs to be taken into consideration. on more 
complicated schemes, you may need to hire 
a planning consultant, and unless you want to 
take on the task yourself a project manager 
may be needed, so set aside at least 7%. 

site insurance and a structural warranty 
are extremely important, both for peace of 
mind and for financial security during the 
build and after completion. Plus it’ll be near 
impossible to sell your property in the future 
if it doesn’t have a warranty. Budget 1% to 
cover these charges. 

Finance & mortgages
Banks and building societies have 
experienced turbulent times over the past 
few years, but thankfully confidence in the 
self build market is on the up and we’re even 
seeing some healthy competition between 
lenders to offer great value products.

a traditional mortgage sees a loan set 
against an asset (your home), which is paid 
back via regular monthly instalments with 
interest, typically over a period of 25 years. In 
simple terms, if for any reason the payments 
can’t be made, the lender will repossess 
your house and sell it to get the money back. 
things are different for self builds, as when 
you organise your sum you are yet to create 
the asset. If the mortgage defaults, there is 
an increased element of risk for the lender. 

self build mortgages are based on a  
stage payment system. they will allow you  

above: the coopers turned to package company Potton (potton.co.uk) to 
help them with their self build project, which cost a total of £540,000. the 
land was £160,000 (30%), fees were £25,000 (5%) and the balance 
(£355,000) was spent on labour, materials, interiors and landscaping

Typical budget split:

It’s a good idea to know the basic percentages you should 
set aside for the different stages of a build – this chart 

will give you a rough guide of what they are

35% Land 

25% Labour

20% Materials

7% Finance/Professional fees

1% Insurance

1.5% Utilities

10% contingency 

0.5% applications & Vat

M
A

T
T

 J
O

H
N

S
TO

N

                                           



14    15

FINDING THE  
PERFECT PLOTSELF BUILD

How to

B
efore you start dreaming up a 
design or selecting a construction 
system, you need to find a suitable 
plot to build your new home upon. 

Buying land can be daunting, not least 
because of the need to navigate the planning 
system. Unlike purchasing property, where 
the ins and outs are laid on the table, land 
acquisition isn’t always straightforward. Many 
Build It readers state that finding a plot is the 
most stressful part of their project – possibly 
because compared to the rest of Europe, the 
UK’s land supplies are severely lacking. 

Don’t be put off – remember that upwards 
of 12,000 custom homes are built each year. 
so there are sites available – you just need 
to know how to look for them. 

Plot hunting basics
Land needs to have some sort of planning 
permission to be a viable plot – be it outline 
or detailed consent, or at least confirmation 
that permission can be gained. You should be 
wary of anything being touted as self build 
land that doesn’t have any form of consent 
in place. avoid like the plague companies or 
individuals selling agricultural land with so-
called ‘planning potential’ – this rarely has a 
viable development prospect. 

Vendors can charge a premium for land 
with outline permission, which costs between 
£300 and £385 to obtain. so question 
why it’s not already been sought. Even if 
it is cheap as chips, resist temptation and 
steer clear. also bear in mind that planning 
permission comes with a time limit, usually 

three years, so always ensure it’s not about to 
expire or ask the vendor to renew it.

Before you start looking, set a sensible 
budget and stick to it. It’s recommended that 
you spend around 35% of your overall sum 
on the plot. But in locations where plots are 
rare, and property prices high, you might 
need to allocate more like half. 

Be realistic about what you can expect 
to buy with your cash and don’t get carried 
away with the charm of a certain location. 
You may come across a picturesque spot 
with stunning sea views, for example, but if 
you won’t have any funds left to spend on 
the actual development, what is the point of 
owning it? again, resist temptation. 

You need to have vision, too. what may 
first appear as a bramble-covered yard  
could be transformed into the perfect 
building site – so don’t be put off by first 
appearances. self builders with successful 
projects have learned to compromise, and 
you must, too. Give yourself some focus – 
decide what size property you need, if you 
want to live close to town or in a rural zone, 
what kind of garden you want and so on.  
a common mistake is to look over too large 
a geographical zone. If your search isn’t 
focused, you’ll be overwhelmed by the scale 
of your hunt. Pick an area and search through 
what’s available with a fine-tooth comb.

tell everyone you know – family, friends 
and colleagues – that you are hoping to 
buy land. they may come up trumps with 
something they have read in the paper, heard 
neighbours discussing or spotted via a social 
media feed. at this point, call local architects 
and planning consultants – especially if you 
might use their services for your project – to 
see if they know of any opportunities. Even if 
they don’t, you may be their first port of call 
should something arise.  

Just ask
the adage goes – if you don’t ask, you don’t 
get. Remember this while plot hunting. If you 
come across a pocket of land that you think 
would make a good plot, don’t stay silent. 
approach the owners and find out if they’d 
consider selling – pop a letter through their 
door with an offer. It may be that they are 
totally receptive to the idea, but they had 

never even thought about the possibility of 
selling part of their garden, for example. 

 the key here is to come to a conditional 
agreement. Make it clear that you’re only  
able to proceed with purchase if the council 
is willing to give planning permission. You 
may want to draw up an option contract, 
where you buy (for a small sum) the right 

The first step towards creating your own 

home is to find land to develop. While 

this may not be a simple exercise, you’ll 

reap the benefits when you uncover a site 

with potential. Here we discuss the best 

ways to hunt down your ideal plot

Right: this garden 
plot could be ripe  
for development.  
a clever design 
plan would be 
needed to  
show how a new 
property could 
blend into the 
existing street 
scene and not 
negatively affect 
the amenity-
available to the 
existing house

Brownfield Councils will look favourably on applications 
to redevelop brownfield sites. However, if the land is 
ex-industrial or commercial it could be contaminated. It’s 
worth getting a soil survey done before purchase so you 
can see exactly what you are dealing with

Clauses Check whether your plot is subject to any 
covenants, such as rights of way. Review the deeds – 
some legal issues may restrict what and where you can 
build on the plot, or even if you can build at all, regardless 
of outline planning permission

Flooding It is essential that you check whether or not a 
plot is in a flood risk zone. In many places this will have 
been looked into when planning permission was initially 
granted – but things do change over time and you need 
to have an up-to-date overview. Check out what locations 
the Environment Agency is monitoring by logging on to 
environment-agency.gov.uk

Greenfield Virgin plots are few and far between. If  
you live in an area where your council is flexible on the 
development boundaries – to create affordable homes,  
for example – then you may be able to bag a viable site.  
If you simply see this type of plot advertised without 
permission but with so-called ‘potential’ you are best to 
avoid it – your council may never amend its local plan to 
develop homes outside the settlement boundary 

Permission Most plots advertised to self builders  
will come with planning consent. If you see one that 
doesn’t, question the vendor as to why. If you see 
something you are concerned about, ask a local planning 
officer to give you an indication of whether it truly has 
development potential – and if so, ask how you can get it

Services Getting utilities connected to some rural sites 
can be the stuff of nightmares. It can add a significant 
chunk to your budget, too, especially on a secluded plot. 
Take this into account in your valuation

For more on finding suitable self build plots,  

visit self-build.co.uk/finding land

THE BASICS
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a set period of time. these contracts are 
used frequently in property development, but 
ensure you employ a solicitor with relevant 
experience, as the contracts can be quite 
complex and must be watertight.

The internet
If you type ‘plots for sale’ into Google, you’ll  
be surprised at how many results you will 
generate. You’ll be inundated with land listing 
services, and the best of these by far is 
Buildstore’s Plotsearch (plotsearch.co.uk). It’s 
a long-established resource that’s well known 
in the self build community – many Build It 
readers have found their land through it.

the site tends to have 8,000-10,000 
plots on its books at any one time, and the 
vast majority of them will have outline if not 
detailed permission for residential dwellings. 
there is a nominal sign-up fee, but it is well 
worth it. Even if you don’t stumble upon the 
plot of your dreams, the market information 
provided will give you a good idea of what land 
costs are like in your chosen location. 

You can also have a look at the various 
property sale sites, such as PrimeLocation 
and RightMove. they both let you refine your 
search to land only, and you can review local 
property values at the same time. In the case 
of all these websites, make note of the post 
codes and type them into Google Maps. You 
can then see the satellite view of the area 
to see if it’s worth your while to arrange a 
viewing – the vendor may not have been 
accurate in their description, and this way you 
can check it out without wasting time. 

Dealing with agents 
Love them or hate them, most plots are sold 
by estate agents – so you may not be able to 
avoid dealing with them. Visit those close to 
where you wish to build and give them your 
budget and contact information so they can 
let you know if and when they find something 
suitable. some agents will undertake an 
active plot search for you, normally in return 
for a commission if they are successful. If 
you’d be prepared to pay a fee to get the 
right site, mention this to them when you visit.

Many plots are sold at auctions, which are 
often run by estate agents – you should find 
many knock down and rebuild opportunities 
here. common lots include repossessed 
land, homes with fire damage and plots with 
permission soon to expire. attend a couple of 
auctions as an observer to get a feel for how 
the bidding process works.

although not agents, some self build 
package companies can assist with plot 
finding. How much help is available varies 
between companies but, if you’re likely to 
buy a house from them, they’ve got vested 
interest in assisting you to find a suitable site.

Knock down & rebuild
one of the easiest ways to get hold of a 
viable plot is to buy a rundown property, 
demolish it and start from scratch. Because a 
residential use has already been established, 
you should find it much easier to get planning 
permission – you’re simply stating your case 
for demolition and negotiating what you will 
create in its place. Many Build It readers have 
gone down this route, and been successful 
in proposing replacement homes that have 
a marginally larger footprint, yet are hugely 
superior in terms of sustainability.

Left: this plot in 
a somerset 

town is 
currently used 

for parking, but 
has potential to 

be built on 
within the 

development 
boundary 

Right: this 
1960s 
bungalow sits 
on a street of 
traditional 
houses. It’s not 
in keeping with 
the vernacular 
style, nor is  
it of good 
construction. 
Plans for an 
attractive and 
sustainable 
replacement 
dwelling may 
be looked 
upon favourably 
by the local 
surrey council

The revised National Planning Policy Framework, published 
in 2012, boosted self build awareness and noted the lack of 
land available, amongst other issues. Thankfully, it instructed 
councils to take account of the needs of self builders when 
devising their housing policies. 

“The ‘presumption in favour of sustainable development’ 
seems to have injected a little more flexibility into the system, 
enabling some edge-of-settlement projects to progress that 
might have floundered in the past,” says Mike Dade, Build 
It’s land expert. “This applies particularly where councils do 
not have an adequate housing land supply.”  

The Localism Act introduced the concept of 
neighbourhood plans and, together with Community Right 
to Build, is aimed at engaging communities in the planning 
process and ensuring a ‘bottom up’ approach to the 
system. “There’s nothing to stop Community Plans from 
making specific provision for self builders, either by 
designating particular plots for them, or by designating 
larger areas as self build estates,” says Mike. “With the UK 
lagging far behind Europe in terms of the percentage of 
self builds as opposed to developer-built houses, there’s 
still some way to go. But for those now contemplating self 
build, the planning system is much more receptive. There is 
a wider range of opportunities out there and an active 
industry ready to help you achieve your aspirations.”

GOVERNMENT INITIATIVES
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EXPERT GUIDE: KEY 
STRUCTURAL SYSTEMSSELF BUILD

How to

Selecting the right build system for your 

project, budget and site is essential. Here 

we look at the two most popular options 

to help you decide upon the best route

Brick and timber working together

closer look

Long Farm is a family home in rural suffolk, designed by Lucy Marston architects (lucymarston.com). the house 
sits among a group of existing farm buildings, facing east across open fields, towards the sea. the aim was to 
make a house that was clearly modern, but that ‘belonged’ on the site. the steeply pitched roof and linear form 
were influenced by traditional style longhouses, which can be seen throughout that part of the country. It was 
intended to be immediately recognisable as a vernacular suffolk house that looks in place on the farm. a high-
performance timber frame structure has been injected with recycled newspaper for extra insulation – minimising 
heat loss through the walls, floors and roof. Rustic brick was chosen as a cladding material for the structural 
frame to link the house to its context and site history. Brick was also selected to work with the timber frame to 
add to the mass of the walls and to provide an outer layer that will weather well on the exposed site. 

o
nce you’ve found the right plot, it’s 
time to start thinking about how 
you’ll create your perfect home upon 
it. the build method you choose 

will form the superstructure of your new 
house, and will also be your biggest single 
construction expense – it’s one of the most 
important decisions to make on your scheme. 

Each system has its pros and cons, so 
take some time to think about what you are 
trying to achieve. Your decision will depend 
on a variety of factors. some systems are 
more expensive than others up front, but may 
offer a quicker build to help you save money 
on labour. others involve off-site production, 
which can make project management easier. 
You just need to decide upon the elements 
that are most important to you and let them 
influence your selection. 

Modern methods of construction, such 
as insulated concrete formwork (IcF) and 
structural insulated panels (sIPs), have 
emerged as attractive choices for self 
builders over the past few years. traditional 
techniques, such as cob and straw bale, still 
have a healthy number of advocates, too. 
However, there are two structural systems 
that are head and shoulders above the rest in 
terms of popularity – namely brick and block 
and timber frame. 

TIMBER FRAME
a quick flick through the readers’ homes 
pages of Build It magazine will show you 
that timber frame is an extremely prevalent 
choice for self builders. Many love the fact 
that on site time is kept to a minimum, while 
others adore the idea of using a natural 

material that’s relatively simple to construct 
with. timber frame is one of the most flexible 
methods of construction available and can be 
used to create almost any style of building, 
from a contemporary barn to a country 
cottage and everything in between. 

“a major benefit for self builders is the fact 
that flexibility and simplicity come together in 
one package,” says Paul newman from timber 
frame specialists Potton (potton.co.uk). “Design 
choices are tactile thanks to the wide range of 
engineered timber products that architects and 
manufacturers can draw upon. the simplicity 
comes from the fact that the entire structural 
envelope will be supplied by one business in a 
coherent, coordinated package.”

The basics
In modern terms, timber frame refers to a 
panellised building method where large 
wall sections are produced in a factory 
and delivered to site in a kit form, ready for 
construction. the manufacturing conditions 
mean that all details are extremely accurate, 
slotting together quickly and neatly on site. 

there are two main forms of this  
system to consider: open or closed panels. 
the essential elements of both are softwood 
studs with rigid boards (such as plywood  
or osB) that provide bracing. the name 
‘open panel’ derives from the fact that  
the wall elements arrive on site with one  
side unboarded. they are left unfinished  
until the building is weathertight, at which 
point service runs and the insulation  
are fixed. the open side is then closed off 
with a sheet of plaster or a gypsum-fibre 
board, such as Fermacell, with a vapour 
control layer inside.

closed panels are similar to open 
versions but have boards pre-fitted to both 
sides, encasing a layer of factory-installed 
insulation. they can be built with services, 
doors and windows already incorporated, too, 
should you so require. these panels do cost 
more than an open set-up, but you’ll enjoy the 

associated benefits of a stress-free and rapid 
build process.

with either type of set-up, a timber frame 
home’s load bearing superstructure means 
there’s usually no need for the internal walls 
to carry any of the building’s weight. this 
gives you the freedom to choose between 
open plan or partitioned internal layouts 
– and you can reconfigure them cost-
effectively if your requirements change in  
the future, too. However, making 
amendments to the design during the 
construction stage isn’t always easy. 

“It helps everyone if all modifications are 
made during the design process. Living 
in the real world, this isn’t always possible 
and sometimes certain things only become 
obvious once the building is finally on  
site and the frame is being erected,” says 
Paul. “Even at this late stage, changes are 
possible. How much they cost will depend 
on specific details. For example, it’s far easier 
to reposition a non load-bearing wall than 
it is to construct a new opening in a heavily 
loaded external wall.” 

Timings
a basic timber frame package will include  
the wall panels, ground and first floor 
structures and trussed roof. typically, this will 
be offered as a ‘supply and erect’ kit, so the 
frame will be raised by the manufacturer’s build 
team (or a recommended contractor). If you 
don’t want to take over the work at this stage, 
opt for a package company who can take you 
further, right up to completion if you so desire. 

a conventional frame (basic package) 
takes about 12 weeks to produce from the 
design stage. “It could take less than a week 
to physically manufacture all the components 
needed to construct a new home, and even 
the biggest project should take less than 
three weeks to erect on site. Most take 
between one and two weeks,” says Paul. “It 
is important to remember that before we can 
start manufacturing we have to agree the 
design with the customer, secure planning 
permission, prepare structural calculations, 
make a Building Regulations application and 
complete the detailed design ready for our 
factory; these are the bits that take the time.”

L
U

C
Y

 M
A

R
S

TO
N

 A
R

C
H

IT
E

C
T
S



20    21

Sustainability 
when self builders specify their new home, a 
key requirement is often that the dwelling be 
efficient to run. and this is something that’s 
easy to achieve with timber frame. “It’s no 
coincidence that more Passivhaus buildings 
are constructed using timber-based methods 
than any other form of construction,” says 
Paul. “Most timber frame houses will be built 
with an external wall that has a U-value  
(a measure of thermal efficiency, with lower 
numbers indicating better performance) 
between 0.22 and 0.15 w/m2K although 
many, particularly energy efficient homes, 
may well be lower. I always tell our customers 
not to focus excessively on the U-value 
of the external wall as many factors act 
in combination to determine the thermal 
performance of the building envelope and 
overall energy efficiency. work with your 
frame company to develop a solution for your 
new home that works for your lifestyle and 
your pocket, as well as keeping the various 
parameters in balance with each other. there 
is little point in constructing a dwelling with 
a building envelope consisting entirely of 
low U-value elements and then paying no 
attention to air tightness or thermal bridging 
– at best it’s wasteful and at worst you’ll be 
building in problems for the future.”

twin frame options, such wise wall t from 
manufacturer Frame wise (framewiseltd.
co.uk), are relatively new developments, created 
with the intention of combatting problems 
associated with air tightness and heat loss. 
these systems utilise two skins of standard 
timber stud walling to allow a deeper timber 
frame that can be filled with a greater quantity 
of insulation. this ensures that no thermal 
bridging occurs within the construction, helping 
to maximise insulation performance.

a final thought on sustainability is that 
timber is a natural and renewable resource. 
check the wood you procure has been 
sourced from a responsibly-managed forest 
(look out for Fsc and PEFc certification) to 
ensure the very best eco credentials. 

BRICK AND BLOCK
cavity wall – a type of modern masonry 
construction – is still the UK’s most used 
building method. “Brick is a traditional material 
that people in the UK are used to working 
with,” says simon Hay, cEo of the Brick 
Development association (brick.org.uk). “It 
has a warmth and vibrancy that gives colour 
and depth to what might otherwise be a dull 
facade. It’s also very adaptable; you can create 
a very modern or traditional building – it is 
easy to achieve whatever design you want.” 

Many self builders are drawn to using  
brick as the system’s familiarity in the UK 
is likely to translate into a cost-effective 
new home. You’ll easily find a good local 
tradesman who’s skilled in masonry 
construction, too, so you may not have to  
wait months to get on site. 

How it works
In basics terms, brick and block construction 
comprises an internal leaf of structural 
blockwork and an external brick face. the 
two elements are separated by a cavity, which 
can be packed with plenty of insulation (while 
also preventing moisture ingress). the whole 
arrangement sits on concrete foundations.

as mentioned, all the hard work is carried 
out on site – the two masonry leaves are 
built up in courses from the footings. the 
two elements are fixed together with wall 
ties, which are positioned at fixed points in 
the mortar lines. these help to stabilise the 

structure, as well as holding insulation in 
place with special clips. when your home has 
been erected to full-storey height, the load 
bearing internal walls can be built. after the 
floor structure has been fitted, work on the 
walls and roof above can commence. 

there are variations to this system – 
stone instead of bricks for the external 
walls, for example, or aircrete blocks used 
in conjunction with some form of cladding. 
“there are new developments in the style 
of brick available, too,” says simon. “we 
are seeing an increase in the number of 
bespoke products being made – they are 
more expensive but can add a really unique 
quality to your home. also, linear bricks are 
something to look out for. they are still made 
using clay, but are long and thin and will 
produce a finish that’s completely different to 
traditional facades.”

although it is preferable to stick to your 
plans throughout the build, as masonry is 
site-based you do have some flexibility to 
make changes. However, be aware that these 
will probably come at a cost and may delay 
progress slightly. 

Sustainability 
the Building Research Establishment’s  
(bre.co.uk) Green Guide to Specification 
assigns the highest possible accreditation 
(a+) to every external wall it rates that 
contains brickwork. It’s a fine accolade, and 
one that has a lot to do with the material’s 
robust and solid mass. this density allows the 
building fabric to absorb heat during the day 
and let it out into the house for hours after 
dark. “the thermal mass of a brick built home 
means that the highs and lows of temperature 
fluctuation are evened out – this creates a 
stable and comfortable internal environment,” 
says simon. “It’s easy to specify a high level of 
insulation in the cavity, so walls can be equally 
as energy efficient as with timber frame.”

It’s also worth noting here that brick is 
highly durable and has a long history in the 
UK. “we say that brick masonry can last 
for at least 150 years. However, we have 
buildings in this country that are much older 
than that – just look at Hampton court 
Palace as an example. Bricks are sustainable 
because they last for such a long time,” says 

simon. “another point to consider is that 
clay, which bricks are made from, is a natural 
material that we aren’t going to run out of. 
there are companies in the UK – such as 
HG Matthews (hgmatthews.com) – who 
have biomass firing facilities, too. this is an 
example that the industry realises energy is 
an issue, so is becoming more efficient.”

Timings 
on site, brick and block is a slower building 
method than timber frame; it can take 20 
weeks or more to build in masonry. But 
considering the lead time for timber frame, 
the timings overall can more or less even out. 
Materials are easy to come by and you’ll be 
able to find local merchants holding more than 
enough stock to cater for a typical self build.

the slower construction speed isn’t 
necessarily a problem for all self builders. It 
provides the opportunity for you to get a handle 
on the project’s progress and have some 
control over what is happening – especially if 
you spot a last minute change. However, don’t 
underestimate how intensive labour is on site. 
what’s more, as bricklaying is a wet trade, it’s 
at the mercy of our changeable climate. the 
mortar takes time to cure, and can fail if it’s laid 
in freezing or very wet conditions, so schedule 
your project accordingly.                                           

above: Gill and Barry Deeks have built an elegant timber frame home in 
the heart of Barnet, London. they employed Potton on a design and erect 
basis, and took on the project management role themselves. the couple 
wanted to build an efficient and airtight property and felt this build system 
was the best option – they were also keen to have the home completed as 
soon as possible. “the whole construction process from having no building 
to having something up took less than a fortnight, so the degree of change 
on a daily basis was amazing,” says Barry 

above: Designed by James Gorst architects (jamesgorstarchitects.co.uk), 
Brick House is a great example of traditional brick being used to create an 
ultra-contemporary home. the dwelling is made up of two volumes, which 
are connected by a glazed link. one side of the house allows for the 
everyday operations of family life – a kitchen, dining and living room, and a 
master bedroom. the first floor volume contains guest and children’s 
bedrooms with ensuite bathrooms. apart from the Belgian roofing 
membrane, the envelope of the house is clad exclusively in materials and 
products manufactured in Britain – including the handmade bricks. 
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DESIGNING YOUR 
NEW HOMESELF BUILD

How to

I
f you long for a home that matches your 
style, marries perfectly with your daily 
life and functions to suit your family’s 
requirements – self building is the ideal 

way to achieve it. creating a personal and 
well balanced space is all down to good 
design, but there are hundreds of factors to 
consider, and a range of professionals who 
could help you to realise your goal. 

this stage of the self build process isn’t 
focused on getting everything that you want, 
it’s about balancing your wishes with what 
you can actually have. You must remember 
that there are numerous planning, budget 
and Building Regulation requirements to 
consider, all of which will have a bearing on 
your plans. Here we will look at some of the 
key elements that will shape your design  
and discuss the various avenues towards 
creating your new home. 

Initial ideas
Before you employ a creative professional, 
you need to think about an overall project 
brief. these early thoughts will change 
continually and be refined throughout the 
design process. the brief should cover the 
key aspects required for your new home, 
such as the number of bedrooms and how 
you want to live – would you prefer open plan 
or individual rooms, for example? think about 
what you can’t do without, such as a home 
office or ensuite. 

these early choices should enable you to 
work out a realistic arrangement of rooms – 
and possibly even help you to dispense with 

elements that you don’t really need. “when 
you first meet a designer, you should have a 
clear idea of what the important aspects of 
the house are from your point of view,” says 
Julian owen, Build It’s architecture expert. 
“this could be a detailed list of rooms, or 
just ‘we love the view to the north of the site 
and want to make the most of it’. cuttings of 
‘likes’ can help, but just as useful are cuttings 
of things that you really hate.”

Finding a suitable expert 
an architect or similar professional can help 
you to navigate through the design and 
construction process. they’ll bring creativity 
to the table, while helping you to keep 
sight of your requirements. to get the most 
from your project, employ someone who is 
professionally trained and qualified, but who 
is also on your wavelength and empathises 
with your tastes and requirements. 

“the client/designer relationship should 
be a very close and personal one. You must 
have a good bond of trust and understanding 
between you – you should feel comfortable 
enough to pick up the phone or email them at 
any time,” says Pete tonks from PJt Design 
(pjtdesign.co.uk). “a designer is the vehicle 
for the project, working in the client’s best 
interests at all times. I cannot stress strongly 
enough that you should not proceed with an 
expert if you do not get on with them.”

the design professional’s first task will be to 
collect as much information as possible about 
you and your site – starting with your room 
requirements and budget. this takes a little 
time, but you can’t expect a suitable design 
to be prepared without this type of exchange. 
Experts like to come up with creative solutions 
that you may not have considered, but this 
can only happen if they have a complete 
understanding of what you need. 

Here are the options for employing an 
expert with the right skills: 
Architects these professionals are 
specifically trained in building design, 

regulations and the relevant legalities – and 
will also have detailed insurance. You can 
check if the person you are dealing with 
is genuinely an architect by looking on 
the website of the architects Registration 
Board (arb.org.uk). If you’re trying to find one 
suitable for a self build, the Royal Institute 
of British architects (architecture.com) or 
the association of self Build architects 
(asba-architects.org) are likely to be good 
resources. “architects who spend a lot of 
their time working for homeowners build up 
an extensive network of contacts, as well 
as a broad knowledge of relevant building 
products and services,” says Julian owen. 
“they’ll know the personalities at the local 
planning department – so will have an idea 
of what is likely to be approved and what 
may be rejected. this will save you time and 
money that may otherwise be spent on a 
scheme that could never get approval.” 
Designers architectural technicians, 
architectural technologists and architectural 
consultants are all design professionals 
and could be ideal for your scheme. If they 
are a member of the chartered Institute 
of architectural technologists (ciat.org.uk) 

they will be qualified and experienced in the 
practical side of building construction and 
design. “Most designers have a preferred 
method of build. For instance, I am a specialist 
in softwood and oak frame houses,” says 
Pete tonks. “there will be other designers 
who prefer brick and block or cast concrete 
and they will excel in their own niche. certain 
construction systems are far more suited 
to certain architectural styles, so ideally, you 
should choose what method of build you want 
to employ before meeting your designer.”
Package companies these firms have a 
strong presence in the self build market, and 
for good reason. In the past, people wanting 
one-off individual designs may have been 
put off by the ‘pattern book’ approach some 
firms offer, but this should no longer be the 
case. “these days, I think the term package 
company refers mostly to the flexible range 
of services businesses provide; everything 
from an insulated structure and joinery to 
turnkey builds,” says Paul newman from 
Potton (potton.co.uk). “we do still produce a 
catalogue but it’s really just a book of ideas 
to help inspire, and definitely not plans you 
have to choose from. Most of our customers 

Key to a successful project is your home’s 

appearance – both inside and out – as 

well as how it responds to your 

requirements and how it feels to live in.  

Here we discuss the essentials of 

designing your new self build 

Using an architect 

closer look

Mike and shirley collen had been living 
in a bungalow for over 20 years – but the 
structure was in terrible condition, so 
they decided to knock it down and build 
a new home. they employed opinder 
Liddar of lapd architects (lapdarchitects.
co.uk) to help them design the perfect 
replacement. “we discovered we were 
like-minded and he was enthusiastic 
about the project. we immediately 
connected with him,” says shirley. “when 
he came to do a site assessment he talked to us about what we 
wanted from our new house. He said: ‘as this is going to be your 
dream home, think of all the wonderful things you’d like. write 
them all down and let me then come up with a plan to suit your 
budget.’ and that’s what we did.” the couple’s new property suits 
their requirements perfectly. the open plan design, with a curved 
glazed wall in the living area – linking to a large patio – means 
they can enjoy indoor/outdoor living. the kitchen and dining area 
perfectly matches their love of entertaining and the gym and spa 
area allows shirley to run a beauty business from home. 
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want to work with our architectural team, 
but plenty do already have relationships with 
other designers and we can always learn 
something from how others work. of course, 
the benefit of using our own team is that they 
know our construction systems inside out.”

Costs
as with any other type of service, you need 
to have an idea – up front – of how much 
the design stage will cost you. Generally, 
architects and similar professionals work on 
a percentage basis, meaning their fee (for 
initial drawings and guidance through planning 
permission) will be based on a proportion of 
the build cost. this should be at around 3%-
4%. If you ask for Building Regulations and 
construction drawings, these can increase the 
fee to approximately 6%. If they are offering a 
full project management service for you, you 
can expect this to increase again, to around 
the 12%-15% mark. 

some professionals will agree to design 
your house and submit plans for consent for 
a fixed fee. this can often be a more cost 
effective option, especially for straightforward 
designs. Package companies will often tie 
the cost of any architectural work into their 
contract with you. this service is usually 

heavily subsidised, and while the price will be 
absorbed into the package, the initial outlay 
is usually quite low – in some cases it can be 
zero. However, as with other designers, firms 
will usually retain the copyright, so if you want 
to use the plans you will be obliged to buy 
the rest of the package.

Your site
setting aside local planning requirements for 
now; take a close look at your plot and think 
about elements such as preferred orientation, 
views, proximity to neighbours and access. 
In an ideal world you could accommodate all 
of these factors easily, but in reality, sites are 
never so simple. “Your plot is a key influencer 
in the design of your new home. at a very early 
stage your designer should visit the site and 
capture it through photographs and perhaps 
quick sketch ideas,” says Pete tonks. “I like to 
spend a bit of time on my own at a client’s plot 
just to get a feel and flavour for how a building 
might integrate into the space,”

In the case of replacement dwellings, 
you should always get the existing house 
surveyed. Local planning authorities will 
expect to see a precise record of what 
is on the site so they can compare it to 
the proposed replacement. “accurate 

plans, elevations and sections are not 
often available in sales packs or solicitor’s 
deeds, so you may as well get this done 
anyway,” says Pete. “as a designer, I find this 
information extremely important. It allows me 
to work out accurate size, bulk, scale and 
volume comparisons between the existing 
dwelling and the proposed replacement.”

to steer your property’s style, look at 
neighbouring buildings and the local area 
to judge your palette of materials. You can 
introduce new elements, but try to use them 
in a relevant context so that your house is at 
home in its surrounding area. 

Vernacular architecture should have a 
bearing on the proposed design for your 
project. However, this does not mean you 
have to go off and build a replica of what is 
already there. Look at local architecture and 
then let your designer explore how they could 
either follow the general theme or use their 
skills to interpret it in a different, creative way. 

Budget
what you can afford is probably the main 
single factor that will control what you are 
able to achieve. “Planning and sticking to a 
budget is the most important issue for most 
self builders, regardless of how much they 
can afford,” says Julian owen. “a designer 
should be given a very clear idea of how 
much a family wants to spend at the outset, 
and everyone should be realistic about what 
this can allow for.” 

there is a correlation between certain 
design features and price, too – elaborate  
cut roofs are obviously going to cost more 
than standard truss styles, for example. 
However, don’t think that because you have 
a limited budget you’ll end up with a poorly 
conceived house. this simply doesn’t have to 
be the case, but it will require careful planning 
to ensure you make the most of what you 
have. affordable homes can be achieved by 
using simple shapes, low cost materials and 
standard-sized products, as well as showing 
restraint when choosing fixtures and finishes. 

Finally, try to avoid changing your mind 
once work begins – this is always a costly 
process. Be confident in your design and 
iron out any issues at the planning stage. “at 
the very start of the process anything can be 

changed, and it will as the design naturally 
evolves,” says Pete tonks. “as you get into 
pre-application and full application design 
work being completed, it does become more 
complex. Having got to a stage where your 
designer is producing final drawings, they 
will have arrived at what they consider to 
be the optimum scheme for both the local 
planning authority and yourselves. so what 
may seem like a simple change to you, could 
be an extremely complex one. the golden 
rule in terms of changing things while you are 
building is don’t do it! It always costs money.”

once your initial design has been 
developed you will have a good first 
impression of the home you’ll end up 
constructing. check the scheme against 
your original brief and ask your design 
professional to carry out a budget 
assessment before a formal application is 
submitted. You don’t want to make a planning 
application only to get permission for a house 
that you can’t afford to build.

Using a package 
company

closer look

wanting to ensure a hassle-free project, the 
Bjorndal family were keen to go for a turnkey 
service for their self build. they were attracted by 
the reassurance of having a single company 
undertake all the work – including the design. 
they opted to work with Facit Homes (facit-
homes.com), as the company was able to take full 
responsibility for the design and build.

the in-house architectural team helped them 
to come up with a project brief – including how 
many rooms they wanted, what materials they 
liked and which rooms should connect together. 
Based on the design meetings, Facit created 
plans for a dwelling that combined crisp modern 
details with more traditional forms. the Bjorndals 
wanted their new home to have a modern 

scandinavian feel with a sustainable living environment. so 
Facit created a super-insulated, extremely airtight external 
building envelope to minimise heat loss. a single 
woodburning stove is sufficient to heat the entire property, 
while a mechanical ventilation and heat recovery (MVHR) 
system regulates air quality and redistributes warmth. 

Many plots are sold with detailed planning permission 
(DPP) already in place. But if the design doesn’t really fit in 
with your ‘dream’ home idyll, you need to work out whether 
or not you can adapt it to suit your requirements. In the 
main, internal alterations are fairly straightforward and 
should not require planning consent. 

How easy external alterations are will depend on the 
planning history of the site, and may be tricky if your plot is 
in a controlled area, such as a conservation zone. “If the 
approved design has been carried out with a view to 
selling the site on, and the designer was doing a proper 
job, it should be as large as possible, to maximise the site’s 
development potential – and consequently its value,” says 
Julian Owen, Build It’s architecture expert. “Sometimes 
there is a story to tell about the current permission 
involving repeated redesigns and negotiations with the 
planners as the owner was trying to get the best possible 
design approved. It is important to know about this before 
any further work starts. Sometimes the planners are happy 
to explain what has been going on. Other times you can be 
landed with a resentful officer who has been given a hard 
time by the previous applicants and is not looking forward 
to going through the whole negotiation process again.”  
If the planners seem to be holding back details, you can 
make an application under the Freedom of Information Act 
and they then have to copy and send you the whole file.
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SOURCING & 
BUYING MATERIALSSELF BUILD

How to

I
f you relish the opportunity to research 
products and materials, then you’ll be in 
your element when sourcing items for 
your self build. shopaholics will delight in 

being part of what’s commonly described as 
the biggest shopping trip of your life – and 
the odds are that it’ll be the most expensive 
one, too. Here you get to choose where 

to spend and where to save, as well as 
enlightening yourself on any new products 
and technologies on the market.  

while you can – and should – enjoy the 
process, it’s still one that you need to take 
very seriously. this task is in a completely 
different league to popping to M&s to pick 
up the weekly shop. For example, builder’s 
merchant travis Perkins has more than 30 
different types of steel lintel for sale – do 
you know how to make the right selection? If 
you’re a novice (and even if you’re a seasoned 
enthusiast, for that matter) you probably won’t 
be familiar with everything on offer. 

If the prospect is too daunting, you don’t 
have to go it alone: for instance, you could 
contract a merchant to help you with some  

or all of the procurement. Here we will  
look at all of the options to help you decide 
what the best route is for your scheme, as 
well as giving you advice on how to run a 
smooth operation. 

Self procurement
Many people go down the route of sourcing 
everything themselves. this is certainly
something that can and has been completed 
very successfully by thousands of Build It 

readers. However, this route is not without its 
risks. Before deciding to take this course, you 
must assess whether or not you actually have 
enough time to devote to both researching 
products and scheduling orders. It can 
undeniably save you a great deal of money, 
but it’s also a full-time job.

If this is your first build, you will not be 
overly familiar with all of the components that 
go into constructing a house. aside from the 
obvious structural elements such as bricks 
and mortar, concrete and timber, all manner 
of components will need to be sourced – 
from tiles to cladding, flooring and heating 
products, the list goes on. online research 
will help you to develop a knowledge of 
what’s available, but you should match this 
with visits to showrooms, merchants and self 
build exhibitions. You may be able to source 
items cheaper on the internet, but nothing will 
give you a more accurate impression of what 
the product is like than seeing it in the flesh. 
If you can’t get to a showroom in person, ask 
them to can send you a sample. 

Establish a good relationship with your 
architect or builder, and the chances are 
they’ll be happy to guide you towards the 
best options for structural components. 
this will prove essential if you are to meet 
Building Regs requirements and tailor 
choices to your construction system. check 
and double check lead times, and schedule 
deliveries accordingly, otherwise any money 
you’ve saved by self sourcing will be eaten up 
by the costs associated with delays on site.

If you are not familiar or comfortable  
with this role, then it’s worth leaving it up  
to your builder or project manager. If you  
take on responsibility for providing materials 
that either don’t arrive on time or are 
the wrong specification or quantity, your 

tradespeople may be left unable to proceed 
to the next stage.

Builder’s merchants
working with a single supplier can be a cost 
effective and organised way to purchase 
goods. the first thing you should do is set up 
a trade account with a merchant – such as 
travis Perkins or Buildbase – and brush up 
on your haggling skills. 

trade cards and accounts are available 
from the vast majority of builder’s merchants, 
and they are usually (but not always) open 

Getting the right products for your build 

is key to a successful project. But what’s 

the best way to source them and who can 

you enlist to advise you? Read on for 

Build It’s essential advice

JE
R

E
M

Y
 P

H
IL

L
IP

S

Build It readers Richard and christine wolfenden wanted their new home in Yorkshire to be as authentic as possible to the 
local vernacular, so to ensure the mix of bricks was spot on, Richard took charge of sourcing them. “I agonised over the 
decision and eventually found a company that manufactured imperial-sized versions, which have a bigger profile than 
standard,” he says. “they have the character of the old-fashioned units and really add an air of authenticity to the house. I 
didn’t want to leave this essential decision to anyone else.” 

l  Compile a comprehensive schedule that details exactly  
when deliveries are due. Ensure there are copies 
available on site and with your key contractors so 
everyone knows what’s expected

l  Take sole responsibility for signing for materials when 
they arrive, or delegate the job to a single person. You 
don’t want to risk them being left in an unsuitable 
location on site or taken back to the depot

l  When placing your order, check what is required for   
delivery. For example, do you need forklifts/cranes to  
unload bulky materials? If so, will your supplier provide 
this or do you need to make your own arrangements?

l  Check through every order as soon as it arrives and   
before the delivery driver departs. Count that the 
correct amount and specification has been sent – if not, 
put in an immediate call to the merchant to make 
suitable  arrangements. Secondly, check for quality – 
has anything been damaged in transit? If you are 
unsure of what you  are looking for, ask someone with 
experience to help you. If there are problems, negotiate 
a discount with your supplier to make up the cost of 
wasted time on site

l  It is essential that you have a suitable storage facility.  
Firstly, you’ll want it for security – theft is a common   
problem on building sites. Bad weather is a further 
reason for needing storage. Have somewhere 
sheltered where you can lock up goods – a garage or 
outbuilding would be ideal. Alternatively, hire a heavy 
duty container or portable site office from a company 
such as Brandon Hire. With this in place, you can 
procure items as and when you see them in the sales or 
when there is a promotion on – if you have adequate 
space, you can make lots of savings this way

TOP TIPS
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to self builders. Having an account will 
really help manage your cash flow. they are 
usually settled at the end of the month after 
the purchase is made, so buying materials at  
the start of a month can give you up to 60 
days of credit. 

 It’s worth establishing a good rapport with 
merchant staff as they’ll be a great source of 
help and information. sometimes they’ll even 
be able to advise you on good local builders 
and tradesmen to employ. ask them whether 
they can recommend contractors who are 
reliable and who pay their trade account off 
on time – this should translate to them being 
just as reliable when working for you. 

Builder’s merchants can also assist with 
estimation calculations based on your plans. 
they will be all too willing to help with this 
process because there is every chance that 

you’ll end up buying the materials required 
from them. the more you are willing to  
spend with a single retailer, the bigger the 
discount you can expect to achieve. However, 
it’s worth bearing in mind that as a self 
builder your buying power will never match 
that of a large-scale developer – meaning 
you’ll never command the same sort of 
discount that they can.

Large DIY stores, including B&Q and 
Homebase, should not be dismissed when it 
comes to sourcing items for your self build 
– many branches even have a special trade 
counter. these are popular with construction 
professionals as the prices for consumables 
and tools are often competitive. However, you 
probably won’t be able to negotiate a large 
discount here – and you may struggle to  
find some of the more heavy duty materials  

you’ll need. Don’t forget to get a Vat receipt 
linked to you or your project for any materials 
that cost over £100 so you can reclaim tax  
at the end of your build. a standard till receipt 
is not sufficient for this.

Your builder
Probably the most hassle-free way to source 
materials is to get your main contractor or 
project manager to buy everything on your 
behalf. this is a great option for those who 
are time-poor or are complete novices to the 
industry – but you will pay for the service to 
some extent. 

If you have hired a quality builder, with a 
good reputation, they’ll certainly be able to 
command an attractive discount with their 
local merchants. It’s to be expected that not 
all of this discount will be passed on to you – 
but you should assume that you can reap at 
least some of the benefits. 

to avoid being overcharged, you could 
suggest that your builder be put on your 
trade account so they can do some of the 
negotiating on your behalf. they will have a 
much better idea of what specific products 
should cost and you’ll get to see exactly 
what was bought, and for what price. You 
should also ask your builder to take you to 
go and see some of their regular suppliers – 
especially when it comes to finishes (such as 
tiles) and for your kitchen units and bathroom 
products. this way you can see the fittings 
in person while taking best advantage of the 
discount offered to professionals. 

Package companies
If you are working with a package builder  
– a company that is both designing and 
supplying your home – you will have  
few of the worries felt by those who are  
self procuring. a package company can 
combine an architectural design service with 
providing all of the main materials needed to 
build the house for an agreed price – hence 
the title of ‘package’. timber frame firms, 
for example, will usually erect the skeleton 
of your home using their own materials 
and suppliers. these arrangements often 
exclude kitchens, bathrooms, heating and 
final finishes (unless you have selected a full-
service turnkey option). 

In most cases you’ll be appointed your own 
contracts manager who will steer you through 
the purchasing process. they will give you 
the options available for the extra elements 
you need, offer you increased specifications 
for the standard shell where appropriate 
(extra insulation, for example) and even give 
you a list of recommended suppliers. once 
the basic structure is complete, you’ll again 
be given the chance to source your own 
fixtures and fittings, which can often shave a 
big chunk off the package price.                             

above: Pat and tony Priestly self-procured materials for their homebuilding 
project. when it came to ordering aluminium windows and doors, the couple 
quickly discovered that it pays to shop around. an estimate from a national 
firm came in at £85,000, but when they turned to local companies they were 
quoted less than half this amount. they made savings on insulation, too, by 
using Rockwool, which was on offer in B&Q. “You could only buy a limited 
amount per store, so we asked family and friends to go out and get it on our 
behalf. thankfully we collected enough to complete the job,” says tony. 

Peter and Pip Marnham wanted to create an  
eco friendly and sustainable home in cornwall  
and felt a great way to achieve this on a set budget  
was to source a lot of the materials themselves.  
while the structural elements – the timber frame  
and blockwork  – were procured by their architect, 
they took control of the insulation, windows, solar 
panels, heat pump, underfloor heating and all the 
decorative finishes 
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ORGANISATION & 
PROJECT MANAGEMENTSELF BUILD

How to

t
he self build experience is what you 
make of it. You can be hands-on at 
every stage or take a back seat and 
leave the stress of it all to those you 

employ to help. obviously the construction 
elements of your scheme will require a whole 
host of different skills that you may not have. 

However, one area that have-a-go individuals 
often take on is project management. It’s an 
aspect that utilises many life skills that you 
may already possess, such as organisation, 
resource administration and budgeting. 

It’s a popular option, too, according to  
Build It expert Mike Hardwick. “around  
20% of the self builders I come into contact 
with undertake all the physical building work 
themselves, which by definition would include 
running the scheme,” he says. “a further  
20% or so will undertake the project 
management themselves, while hiring in 
individual trades to do the work.” 

supervising your own project is a 
major commitment, which means it’s 
vital to understand the full breadth of 
exactly everything that’s involved. Don’t 
underestimate the size of the job nor the 
value a professional will bring to your build.

Essentially, a good project manager 
(PM) will take your new home through to 
completion, drawing up a schedule and 
costings from scratch to keep it on time  
and on budget. the job is a juggling act  
of contracting trades; scheduling orders  
and taking delivery of materials on site; 
paying sub-contractors; hiring plant; 
liaising with inspectors; and making certain 
all aspects of the build run smoothly. 
Furthermore, a good PM is usually 
responsible for ensuring all planning 
permissions, site insurances and warranties 
are in place before work starts – get this 
wrong and the results can be disastrous.  
It’s a huge commitment, and typically  
involves a minimum of one site visit a day. 

so, who should take on this essential  
role? It’s important to choose the right route 
for you and your circumstances. contracting 
a professional will save you stress, for 
example, and if you’re working full-time it  
may be the best option. 

Professional PMs
Employing a professional project manager 
could save you a lot of time. they will usually 
charge a set fee for their services, which can 
vary between 10%-15% of your overall build 
cost, but some may ask for an hourly rate of 
around £60 – be warned, this is rarely the 
most cost effective option on a large scheme. 

as with any other building professional, get 
recommendations and references before you 
employ anyone. If you don’t know any fellow 
self builders in your area, ask your architect 
or build system supplier for suggestions. 
You could also try searching on the internet, 
but be specific and only contact those that 
state they have worked on domestic projects 
before, not just on large commercial sites.

once you’ve found a PM, set up a contract 
that specifies payment terms and exactly  
how much time you expect them to dedicate 
to your build, including details of when 
they will be on site. “a professional PM will 
organise the project for you from start to 
finish and will act as a trusted source of 
impartial advice throughout the build,” says 
Mike. “they will source and coordinate trades 
and materials for you and they should furnish 
you with an accurate estimate of prices 

from the outset, which should be refined 
throughout the build. this means that you’ll 
have a good idea of the true costs so that 
there are no financial shocks. I would expect 
the PM to deal with warranties, certificates 
and inspections, too.” 

Bear in mind that however useful a project 
manager is, the ultimate responsibility for the 
site lies with you. It’s essential that you check 
that whoever you put in charge has all the 
necessary insurances in place. 

Architect
Your architect or designer may be willing 
to project manage your build for you, which 
carries the advantage of them having a 
thorough knowledge of your scheme and 

Essential for a successful build are good 

organisation, determination and a  

head for figures. If you possess these 

skills, you may be in an ideal position  

to act as project manager – and if you 

don’t, you may be wise to leave the job in 

the hands of the professionals

l  Use spreadsheets to draw up estimates of materials and 
schedules of what will be needed, and when

l  Be thorough in your approach to deliveries, checking 
everything for damage and making sure nothing is 
missing. Keep a detailed log to track everything you do, 
including conversations, delivery notes, quotes and 
inspection dates

l  If you verbally agree to quotes, make sure you follow  
up with written confirmation. Keep a hard copy for your 
files – this can be invaluable in stopping disputes before 
they get serious

l  Don’t forget to let everyone on site know if any plans 
change, and make sure that the whole team is working 
from the same set of up-to-date plans 

l  Draw up clear and concise contracts – this will help to 
protect you and will ensure that you get your required 
timings, payment terms and the scale of the work 
agreed. Visit the Joint Contracts Tribunal website  
(jctltd.co.uk) for details

l  Be a good site manager. At the end of each day, tidy  
up any mess and move materials to where they will be 
needed the next day

l  Cash is king: nothing will bring work to a halt faster  
than not being able to pay contractors or materials 
suppliers. Make sure your finances are in place, stick  
to your budget and ensure funds are ready to be 
released when you need them

l  Have a contingency fund in place and don’t dip into  
it unless it’s absolutely necessary

TOP TIPS

above: the owners of this family home, built for £325,000 using self build specialists Design & Materials 
(designandmaterials.uk.com), took a hands-off approach and let the experts at the package company 
coordinate their project. “the more you can contribute to the building process, either through physical work  
or project management, the less it will cost,” says Ian watson from Design & Materials. “However, you need  
to carefully balance that with the time you have available. If you are considering a hands-off build then the 
service you choose should be responsive and allow you to be closely involved in the key areas of design, 
specification and other important decisions.”
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its design – especially useful if it involves 
unusual materials or techniques. 

“the architect needs to manage your 
aspirations, brief and budget to deliver 
a design that is exciting to you, can be 
supported through a planning application,  
fits your budget and is detailed enough to 
show a contractor exactly what to build,”  
says opinder Liddar of lapd architects 
(lapdarchitects.co.uk). “as your designer will 
be independent, they can be a go-between 
for you and the builder, discuss options with 
you, take up any concerns, and confirm or 
disagree with solutions offered. also, having 
conceived the design, your architect can 
probably express the intent more clearly than 
if you just left it down to the builder, which 
you may live to regret.” 

If you are using an architect to manage 
the delivery of your new home project, you 
can expect to pay up to 15% of the build 
costs in fees. “check and double check that 
your designer has overseen work on a self 
build site before,” says opinder. “this may 
sound obvious but I’m surprised at how many 
professionals are very good designers,  
but are not really that knowledgeable about 
the sequencing of trades.”

Main contractor
Employing a single contractor to undertake 
your whole build, managing other trades as 

they go, can take a lot of the headache out of 
the process. this is often an ideal solution for 
self builders who live far away from their site. 
the contractor will be involved in specifying 
and ordering everything, ensuring it turns 
up on time and in the right quantities. this 
is usually carried out for a fixed fee, and you 
need have no more involvement than helping 
with queries and problems, if you so wish. 
Expect this route to cost between 20%-30% 
more than self managing. 

Package company
Many package companies will take on the 
project management role as part of the build 
process if you so desire. this route is hugely 
convenient – you’ll have the peace of mind 
that they will know their own build system 
and materials inside out, and will be using 
their preferred tradesmen.

“Potton currently offers a project managed 
watertight package, which is subject to 
location,” says the company’s Brent ackerman 
(potton.co.uk). “the customer pays a fixed fee 
for us to manage the build to watertight stage, 
at which point we will hand it over. this then 
enables the client to finish off the interior of 
the house, which is often the more rewarding 
part from the self builder’s point of view. the 
cost for this varies depending on size (and to 
some degree location) and is generally set on 
a sliding scale.”

alternatively, many package firms will be 
able to introduce you to independent project 
managers who know their system well and 
will oversee the whole scheme for you using 
individual contractors (who you will pay 
directly, after work is signed off by the project 
manager). the other solution is to hire your 
package firm to undertake a turnkey scheme. 
this will include everything from the initial 
design work and structural build through to 
electrics, plumbing, heating and so on. Here, 
the supplier manages the entire project, 
which will generally result in a smooth and 
efficient process. 

Self management
some people take on the role of PM  
because they enjoy the satisfaction of  
being so involved in the running of their build, 
while many others do it to save money. the 

latter is a well-trodden route for self builders, 
but if you have never done anything like this 
before there’s a lot to take on board. one  
of the main skills you will need is organisation 
– if you run your build like a precise military 
operation, you could save up to 40% on both 
labour and materials. 

Properly coordinating what and who is 
on site – and when – is the secret to good 
project management. all trades must arrive 
on time, in the correct order and have the 
right supplies to complete their particular 
tasks. Poor scheduling costs money: 
materials that arrive early and hang around 
can get damaged, whereas late deliveries will 
leave tradesmen unable to progress, with you 
footing the bill for their wasted time. 

the key here is to be prepared – take  
on board advice from your architect,  
builder’s merchant or tradesmen to find  
out what’s needed when, plus any lead times. 
Be ready for daily site visits, too, as you’ll 
have to liaise with service providers, site 

inspectors and sub-contractors, as well  
as resolve any problems. this can be  
very challenging – sometimes impossible –  
if you are working full time.

as well as frequent site visits, it’s good 
practice to organise a meeting with your 
contractors first thing on a Monday morning. 
Here you can discuss the coming week’s 
work and you’ll have the opportunity to 
address any problems and formulate a 
solution with those involved. 

Finally, if you don’t feel you have the 
necessary skills to take on this role, don’t 
try to wing it! “If you are of a nervous 
disposition, don’t like confrontation and have 
no head for figures then it’s best to leave it 
to the professionals,” says Mike Hardwick. 
“Undertaking the PM role yourself can 
save a lot of money, but it is definitely not a 
stress-free option and is not for the faint of 
heart. For me, common sense, an ability to 
communicate and good organisational skills 
are the essential qualities.”

above: Rebecca and Richard sanderson wanted to be as hands-on as possible with their self build. not only did they tackle much of the 
labouring, they undertook project management, too. “It wasn’t always easy and certainly wouldn’t be to everyone’s taste, but I am glad we 
did it,” says Rebecca. “Look at your project as a learning experience. Building a home is like taking a course; there will be research and 
homework you need to do, you’ll get practical experience and at the end you’ll come away equipped with the relevant skills.”
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To get to grips with the project 

management process, it would be 

worthwhile enrolling on a course to 

educate yourself on the skills you 

need. Potton’s Self Build Academy 

(selfbuildacademy.co.uk) has a 

detailed workshop on how to plan, 

manage and control the build 

process. Experts will explain the 

various roles and responsibilities 

during construction, managing  

the site, health and safety, 

communication and how to deal 

with challenges and problems that 

are likely to be experienced – the 

course costs £75. 

GET EDUCATED
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PLANNING CONSENT  
& APPLICATIONSSELF BUILD

How to

I
f you want to build your own home, then 
you need to first seek and gain the relevant 
approvals from your local authority. If you 
don’t have the necessary permissions 

in place before you start on site, you’ll be 
open to a gamut of legal charges, which 
– quite frankly – never have a pleasant 
outcome. applying for and gaining consent 
is something you need to take seriously. the 
best way to prepare yourself for entering 
the planning system is to gather as much 
information as possible about local and 
government policy, as well as getting to grips 
with the relevant jargon. 

any major building work in this country will 
require consent. It’s often a frustrating and 

bureaucratic process – but one that is there 
for a reason. after the second world war, the 
town and country Planning act 1947 was 
drawn up to regulate development. at the 
time there was a moral panic regarding the 
lack of housing; for reasons of safety and 
preservation the government stepped in with 
a new set of guidelines. this was the birth of 
the policy-led planning regulations we have 
today, where permission is required for the 
construction of all new homes. 

Pre-app details
It’s a great idea to go to your local authority 
for some preliminary guidance before 
submitting a formal application. sketch out 
your ideas, take pictures of your site, have 
samples of materials to hand – try to divulge 
as much information about your scheme as 
possible. this will give the council a good 
sense of what you want to do. It’s better for 
you to have a discussion about what you may 
or may not build at this stage, rather than 
when you’ve already submitted an application. 
It will also help you to get a realistic idea of 
what information the local authority wants 
from you when you do submit.

However, this pre-app consultation has 
– rather inconveniently – become a more 
formal process. where in the past this was 
often looked upon as ‘complimentary advice,’ 
councils are increasingly asking for a set of 
forms to be filled out and want a fee in return 
for their time. some Build It readers have 
even experienced the pre-app fee matching 
or overtaking the cost of an actual planning 
application (£385). this seems crazy, but as 
there are no real regulations to cover this 
stage of the process, the council can charge 
whatever they see fit. 

If you find yourself in this unfortunate 
position and feel that the pre-app process 
is not worthwhile, consider investing what 
you would have spent on it in a couple of 
hours with a (local) professional planning 
consultant. they should be up to speed  
with the likes and dislikes of your council  
and can be a font of knowledge for 
any specific questions you might have. 
alternatively, just go ahead and submit the 
application; if you start to question some  
of the details you can withdraw it, adjust or 

add information and then re-submit. there 
are no fees for the amends. 

The application 
the best way to submit your planning 
application is online, via planningportal.gov.uk. 
Plans and reports can be uploaded together 
with the forms – it’s a streamlined process. 
Fees have to be paid before the application 
can be registered, and you can do this via the 
website, too. there is a fee calculator that 
works out exactly what you need to pay, but 
you can call the council first to confirm what’s 
due if you prefer. Instead of completing this 
process electronically, you can submit hard 
copies, but it can be a bit of a faff – you 
have to print out various duplicates of the 
documents and your plans.

once your application is submitted, and 
before it is formally registered, it needs 

Often cited as the most difficult 
element of the self build process, 
gaining approval to start your project 
is an essential step. Here we look at the 
basics of planning applications and 
guide you through the various stages

Build It’s architecture expert Julian owen guided the Bramleys through planning – they wanted to remove an original bungalow on 
their plot (in a conservation area) and construct a more modern house. a pre-app discussion implied that the council was open to 
replacing the home. “the planners indicated the proposed height and scale of the house would be acceptable, but when we 
submitted the application, the conservation officer was concerned with the roof height,” says Julian. “the final approved design 
was actually larger than the square-shaped footprint we first submitted, but the conservation officer agreed to it because our 
revisions made the roof ridge look lower from the front of the house.”

l   Consider who your project may effect – most likely your 
neighbours – and contact them to discuss your plans as 
soon as possible. It’s a good idea to seek their approval 
for your development prior to sending off your application, 
and it’s sensible to have a chat with your parish council, 
too. Discussing your ideas with those that may be 
affected will show that you care about the community  
and building good relations 

l  Layout plans, floor plans and elevations are essential 
elements of an application. If there are changes in level 
across the site, or a complex structure, section plans 
may be required, too. Although you could produce the 
drawings yourself, generally you’ll need to get these 
prepared professionally, which will take time – so make 
arrangements as soon as possible

l  Something that is commonly forgotten when submitting 
applications is a site location plan. If you don’t include 
this, your application won’t be validated, so you’ll 
therefore be wasting time. These plans – usually in the 
form of an ordnance survey extract – will show the site 
edged in red and any other land in the applicant’s 
ownership edged in blue

l  Check with the council what additional information they 
might need, beyond just filling in the forms. It’s quite 
common to be asked for tree surveys, ecological reports 
and possibly even traffic counts

WHAT TO DO BEFORE  

MAKING YOUR APPLICATION
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to be validated. this is basically the stage 
where the local authority reviews what you 
have given to them and checks whether or 
not everything is as it should be. If there is 
something missing, the council will either 
call you or notify you by post. once your 
application has been marked as valid, and 
formally registered, it will be published on 
the local authority’s online register – which 
is updated every week. Your planning officer 
will contact you within the next three weeks 
to start any discussions. It’s advisable that 
you stay in touch with them; this way you’ll be 
able to address any issues and questions as 
soon as they arise. 

there are two ways for the application to be 
determined. It will either be left in the hands of 
the case officer or go to planning committee. 
If the latter route is chosen you’ll be notified, 
and you should definitely take the opportunity 
to go along to the meeting to speak about 
your project – highlighting all its benefits and 
answering any questions in person. 

Before the committee takes place, your 
planning officer will compile a detailed report 
on your application, concluding with their 
recommendation to either approve or refuse 
the scheme. If you don’t get endorsement, go 
to the committee armed with any information 
or detail that you think could diminish the 
officer’s concerns. If you have local support 
from neighbours, the parish council or your 
local district or borough councillor, this will  
be seen in a hugely positive light – so be 
sure to make this clear. 

Possible verdicts
Your application can be approved, approved 
with conditions, or refused. You’ll undoubtedly 
be delighted to gain consent, but invariably 
this will come with conditions attached. these 
stipulations are imposed to regulate certain 

aspects of an approved scheme, and are  
key to the consent. 

You must study the conditions carefully 
and comply with them fully. If you don’t, the 
permission will become invalid. Identify which 
conditions require you to submit further 
details or information, and a date/time 
when they have to be complied with. some 
conditions, for example, must be fulfilled 
before work has started. If you feel that any 
of the provisos are ambiguous, or you don’t 
fully understand what they mean, contact 
your council and get them to spell everything 
out for you in a clear and concise way.

Planning appeals
If your application is denied, the reasons 
why should be made crystal clear on the 
refusal notice. If the grounds for the rebuttal 
can be addressed, an initial amendment to 
the application can be resubmitted free of 
charge. the other route, which is far more 
complicated, is to appeal to the Planning 
Inspectorate within six months of the ruling 
(the same goes for petitioning against 
any conditions you feel are unreasonable). 
there are three methods of appeal: written 
representations; informal hearing; and public 
inquiry. Details on how to appeal and where 
to get the forms are automatically sent to you 
by the council with the refusal notice. 

the most common, easiest and quickest 
way to appeal is by written representation. 
as the name suggests, you must pen a 
statement that highlights all the reasons you 
think permission should be granted. this 
should be submitted to the inspectorate 
along with the appeal forms (a copy must be 
sent to the council, too). there are no fees to 
pay for this part of the process.

once the appeal has been registered, 
the council must submit its statement – you 

then have three weeks to comment on the 
feedback. next, the Planning Inspectorate 
will send an assessor to visit and review 
the site. although both you and a council 
representative are required to be present, you 
aren’t allowed to discuss the plans with them. 
You simply have to guide them around and 
point out any specific details they ask you 

to. a decision will be made within six weeks 
of this site visit. a document will be posted 
to you detailing why permission has/has 
not been granted. If consent is refused, use 
the details in the decision letter to uncover 
exactly what the inspector did/didn’t like. 
You can use this information to prepare an 
amended scheme.

Build It readers the Llewellyns wanted to construct a home in the garden of their holiday cottage. they 
sought pre-app advice from their council prior to making a formal submission, which left them feeling 
confident that their scheme would be approved. the couple also contacted all their neighbours to tell them 
about what they were hoping to do, and thankfully there were no objections. they received detailed 
planning consent and started work on their contemporary timber frame home shortly after 
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You might have heard of design and access statements, but these are no longer compulsory for single dwelling 
applications, unless you’re in a conservation area. However, it is still a good idea to submit a brief testimonial with 
your application that explains your design rationale and details how your proposed scheme would integrate 
successfully with the site. If the scheme/design is complex, include a planning statement to explain how you feel  
it complies with local and national planning policies 

DO I NEED A DESIGN AND ACCESS STATEMENT? 
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ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO 
BUILDING REGULATIONSSELF BUILD

How to

n
ow that you’ve found your plot, 
chosen your build system and had 
your plans approved, it’s time to turn 
your attention towards regulations 

and construction standards. although most 
people are all too aware of the requirement 
for planning permission, understanding 
Building Regulations often takes a back seat 
– but this shouldn’t be the case.

 complying with the rules is an essential 
element of your self build, and one that you 
should at least know the basics of. “Having a 
general understanding of the regs is important 
for a number of reasons. Firstly, meeting 
current standards may affect the design 
and layout of your self build,” says Kathryn 
Mansi from design practice Model Projects 
(modelprojects.co.uk). “If you don’t get certain 
elements right before putting in your planning 
application – the use of windows as fire 
escapes, for example – you’ll have to amend 
details after submission, which will cause 
delays to your timeline, amongst other issues.” 

at this point, you’ll have gone through the 
rigmarole of achieving planning permission, 
so getting to grips with Building Regs should 
– by comparison – be a piece of cake. one of 
the hurdles of the planning process is that it’s 
subjective (it depends on your location, the 
case officer etc) whereas achieving building 
consent is highly objective – your project 
either complies or it doesn’t. 

What are the regs? 
In general terms, ‘the regs’ refer to a set of 
statutory documents drawn up and managed 
by the department for communities and local 
government (DcLG) in England – although 
wales, scotland and northern Ireland take 
responsibility for their own domain. there  
are ‘approved Documents’ covering the 
specific areas of construction. there are 
14 of these in total, listed as parts a-P (in 
scotland they are numbered 0-7, and  
Ireland has its own set of letters; see tables  
a, B & c on page 40).

the regs cover new buildings and 
extensions, but also major alterations  
to services, underpinning and some  
changes of use, such as barn conversions. 
Essentially, these rules are in place to ensure 
that your property is safe, sustainable and 
built to a satisfactory quality. they relate 
to all aspects of construction, including 
foundations, damp-proofing, overall stability, 
insulation and heating. they also ensure that 
adequate facilities are in place for people 
with disabilities.

 
How do I obtain approval?
You need to liaise with a building control body 
to ensure that the rules have been met; this 
can either be via your local authority (La) or 
private and public sector approved inspectors 
(aI). You have the choice of where to get 
approval from, but it’s advisable to chat with 
your builder and architect to see what they 
think would be best for your particular project. 

there are pros and cons to each route. 
If you opt to hire an aI you could select a 
firm that can also provide your structural 
guarantee and therefore give you regs 
and warranty approval at the same time. If 
your builder is registered with a recognised 
competent Persons scheme, they may be 
able to self-certify some or all of the work 
they are carrying out. 

If you use your La they will be able to 
guide you through any site or neighbourhood 

specific items, such as certain ground or 
ecological conditions. they will also have 
fantastic local knowledge and should be in 
relatively close proximity to your build – so 
can drop in on site at fairly short notice. 
“they will have a case file, which includes 
the drawings, engineers’ calculations and 
any product specific requirements, such as 
information on any fireplaces being installed, 
windows and doors, whether you need a 
septic tank and so on,” says Kathryn. 

If you choose to use a local authority 
service, there are two different routes to 
approval – there is a charge payable for 
these applications. this will vary depending 
on your location, but is regulated by Local 
authority charges Regulations 2010, so 
you shouldn’t be over-charged. You should 
contact your council to find out the specific 
fees early on in the process.

Full plans
with this route you need to submit drawings, 
details and other supporting information 
that shows all the construction elements, 
preferably well in advance of work starting on 
site. this type of application is often necessary 
when borrowing money from a bank to fund 
your self build – many financial institutions 
will request to see a building control approval 
notice prior to releasing any money. 

Your La will check your plans against the 
approved Documents to make sure that 
they adhere. If they are fit for purpose, you’ll 
receive a notice stating that they have been 
sanctioned within a period of five weeks. If 
they are non-compliant, you may be asked to 
make some amendments or provide further 
details – or a conditional approval may be 
issued. this will highlight the modifications 
you must make to your plans in order to 
comply. If they are outright rejected, the 
reasons will be stated in the notice, which 
you can use to make a follow-up submission. 

If a disagreement arises with your local 
authority, the full plans procedure enables 
you to ask for a ‘determination’ from the 
DcLG about whether your proposal does or 
does not meet with the Building Regulations.

a full plans approval notice is valid for 
three years from the date of submitting 
the plans, after which the local authority 

The construction of your self build 

needs to meet exacting quality 

standards set out by the government. 

But what are the guidelines and how  

do you get consent? In this article we 

look at how to make a Building 

Regulations application

1

2
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These three 
images show 
what you can 
expect to have to 
submit with a full 
plans application. 
They belong to 
Build It reader 
Pas Ruggerio 
who is self 
building a 
property in 
conjunction with 
Potton and 
Model Projects.  
1 This drawing 
gives an overview  
of the design.  
2 This is a 
technical 
drawing, which 
shows the 
structural 
integrity of the 
dwelling.  
3 The drainage 
and plumbing 
elements are 
highlighted

may send you a notice to withdraw it if the 
building work has not commenced. If it so 
happens that the regulations are changed 
before your project starts on site, any building 
work approved before the change took place 
does not have to be altered. 

Building notice 
Plans are not required with this process 
so it’s quicker and less detailed than a full 
plans application. It is designed to enable 
some types of building work to get underway 
quickly; although it is best suited to small 
projects rather than whole self builds. there 
are specific exclusions as to when building 
notices cannot be used, including where a 
new building will front onto a private street. 

once you have given the council notice of 
your intent to build and informed them of the 
date you are going to commence, the work 
will be inspected as it progresses. If 



ENGLAND & WALES

Approved Document: Subject

a structure

B Fire safety

c site preparation & resistance to contamination  
and moisture

D toxic substances

E Resistance to the passage of sound

F Ventilation

G sanitation, hot water safety & water efficiency

H Drainage & waste disposal

J combustion appliances & fuel storage

K Protection from falling, collision & impact

L (1) conservation of fuel & power (new/existing buildings)

M access  to & use of buildings

n Glazing: safety in relation to impact, opening and  
cleaning (wales only)

NORTHERN IRELAND

Part: Subject

B Materials & workmanship

c site preparation & resistance to moisture

D structure

E Fire safety

F conservation of fuel & power in dwellings

G Resistance to the passage of sound

H stairs, ramps, guarding & protection from impact

J solid waste in buildings

K Ventilation

L combustion appliances and fuel storage systems

n Drainage

P sanitary appliances & unvented hot water storage

R access to and use of buildings

V Glazing

SCOTLAND (BUILDING STANDARDS) 

Section: Subject 

0 General

1 structure

2 Fire

3 Environment

4 safety

5 noise

6 Energy

7 sustainability

Table A

Table B

Table C

prior to the start of the project, or while 
it’s in progress, your local authority requires 
further information (such as structural design 
calculations or plans) you must supply the 
details requested. a building notice is valid 
for three years from the date the notice was 
given to the local authority, after which point 
it will automatically lapse if the project has 
not commenced.

 
Inspection
whichever route you take, your project will 
have to be inspected and monitored at 
various key stages to ensure compliance. If 
you are using your local authority, you must 
notify them – giving 24 hours’ notice – to 
allow them to come and review the work. If 
you don’t inform them that you’ve reached 
a certain stage, the local authority may ask 
you to open up the work for inspection, 
which will cause delays and cost you money. 
If, however, they arrive later than 24 hours 
post notification, they cannot ask you to take 
down the work. You can progress to the next 
stage if they approve it; if not then you have 
to wait for formal approval of the plans.

If you choose to use an approved 
inspector, they take the responsibility for 
checking the plans and inspecting your 
building work – you should jointly notify your 
local authority of your intent to do this. when 
the project is finished, the aI must issue a 
final certificate to the council stating that the 
project has been completed to a satisfactory 
standard and that it complies with the regs. 

Certification 
once you have completed your project, your 
home has to go through a final inspection. If 
everything has been completed satisfactorily 
then you will be issued a completion 
certificate. this valuable document confirms 
that your home, as inspected, complies with 
the Building Regulations. It is always advisable 
to secure your completion certificate before 
making final payments to contractors. 

this is a vital piece of paper and will 
be needed if you want to re-mortgage or 
sell your home in the future. In scotland, 
the procedure is for the owner to submit a 
completion certificate for the work and await 
its acceptance by the local authority.
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CONTRACTS  
& INSURANCESELF BUILD

How to

E 
very self build is unique, from the 
plot to the design, structural system, 
fixtures and finishes selected. that 
said, there are two key elements that 

everyone embarking on a bespoke home 
scheme will want – for their project to be 
completed on time and to budget. to be in 
with a chance of this happening, you must 
have the right documents and insurances in 
place to ensure that your build is organised 
and protected from all angles.

If costs start to spiral, work is completed 
later than anticipated or is simply not up to the 
right standard, then a contract could go a long 
way towards remedying the situation. on any 
kind of self build – be it a package scheme or 
a super hands-on development – you’ll have to 
deal with a myriad of people, from architects to 
tradesmen and product suppliers. Drawing up 
clear and concise documents that specify who 
is responsible for what will help to protect your 
relationships, and will benefit all concerned. 

The basics
all too often, people embark on projects 
without having adequate contracts in place. 
contrary to popular belief, verbal agreements 
are legally binding – they are just much harder 
to garner a resolution from if a dispute does 
arise. For self builders it makes good sense to 
have something written on paper and signed 
by client and contractor; there needn’t be 
anything too complicated in place. 

write down your list of terms for the job and 
share this with your chosen builder, and get 

them to do the same. It’s worth noting at this 
point that you are drawing up an agreement 
for both parties, and you must jointly keep up 
your end of the deal. when hiring individual 
tradesmen, this simple exchange (which lays 
out what is to be done when, how much money 
it will cost and a date that payment is due) may 
be all that is required. when dealing with bigger 
jobs, or if you are hiring a main contractor, you 
should have something more detailed in place. 

at the very least, these more 
comprehensive documents should include 
a timeline of the various work, when tasks 
will start and be completed, how much each 
element will cost and dates when staged 
payments should be made. It’s not always 
advisable to fill your contract with restrictive 
clauses (such as creating penalties for missing 
deadlines etc) as it may get you off on the 
wrong foot and unbalance your relationship 
before work even starts. However, reserving 
the right to retain around 10% of the overall 
price until snagging has been completed is 
commonplace and makes good sense. 

Types of contract
If you so desire, you can approach your 
solicitor to create a bespoke contract for you. 
For a (possibly sizable) fee, they’ll undoubtedly 
create a fantastic and watertight document for 
you, full of terms and conditions. the problem 
is, firstly, that your builder may be loath to 
sign it if they don’t understand some of the 
legalese and jargon contained in it. secondly, 
it’s far cheaper and easier to use widely 
available ‘off-the-peg’ agreements, which can 
be tailored to your project. 

the Joint contracts tribunal (Jct), 
an independent body established by the 
construction industry, and the Federation 
of Master Builders (FMB) both offer ‘Plain 
English’ pre-written contracts, which are 
available to download free from their websites. 
the Jct has two standard documents suitable 
for self builders – one where the homeowner 
has appointed a consultant to supervise the 

If you are about to embark on  

a home building project, you need to 

have the right documentation in place 

to ensure that your scheme runs 

smoothly. Here we look at the essential 

elements that you must consider 
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affect your budget. For example, you may want 
to up the spec of certain fixtures and fittings 
or find that you want to cut back on some non-
essentials from your original wish list. Keep a 
site diary and make regular progress entries 
– so where there are any amendments to be 
made you can refer back to them. this will also 
give you a reference point for any faults that 
you spot or if you feel a certain element has 
been finished below standard. In such cases, 
make an additional written reference to give  
to your contractor. 

Disputes
all self builders will want to avoid any  
major problems or disputes with their main 
contractor, and the key is good communication. 
It’s advisable to arrange regular meetings 
between yourself, your builder and your project 
manager (if you have one) throughout the 
development – at least at the completion of 
each key stage. this will provide you with the 
opportunity to discuss progress and issues  
that may have arisen, as well as iron out 
any details your trades aren’t clear about. 
If problems do arise, always discuss them 
with the most senior team member on site, 
otherwise minor discussions with sub-
contractors may get lost in translation. 

obviously, some issues are unavoidable 
and you should try to resolve them between 
yourselves in an open and fair manner. the 
law should be your last recourse and only be 
turned to when amicable attempts to solve 
the problems are drawing a blank. Formal 
routes of reconciliation, such as adjudication 
or arbitration, will be made easier if you have 
a detailed and clear contract to fall back on. 

the FMB and Jct contracts allow for 
adjudication through three industry bodies – 
the Royal Institution of chartered surveyors, 
Royal Institute of British architects and the 
national specialist contractors council. so, if 
anyone wants a dispute decided formally, they 
can apply to one of these bodies. once an 
arbitrator has been appointed to review  
the situation, they will make a decision within 
28 days. It’s worth remembering that the  
vast majority of self builds are completed 
without this type of issue. once your dream 
home is finished, any stresses with tradesmen 
will soon be forgotten.

work and one where there is no consultant. 
the FMB has a range of standard contracts 
for works up to £50,000, £250,000 or 
£500,000. whichever option you select, the 
documents you obtain will allow for you and 

the service provider to agree on the project 
arrangements, such as the quality of work, the 
price, payment terms and the schedule. with 
this type of agreement it’s easy to establish 
the division of responsibility from the outset. 

Out to tender
Packing as much information into the 
tendering process as possible is key to 
drawing up a successful contract. send out 
building control drawings when asking for 
prices, and gather at least three quotes for 
the work (this will often mean sending tender 
documentation out to at least four or five 
firms). If you only seek one contract price, 
you could end up with no bar of comparison 
and pay too much for the work in hand. Be 
consistent with the information you provide 
and invite contractors to your site so that they 
can return as detailed a quote as possible. 

when you get prices back, don’t 
automatically go for the cheapest one – it 
may not necessarily be the best value overall. 
think about who you communicated best 
with, whose work you thought the most of 
when reviewing past projects and who has the 
most experience with self builders. In addition 
to being wary of the price, also look out for 
quotes that are under detailed – anything on 
a single sheet of paper or that just shows an 
overall price with no breakdown has probably 
not been thought through properly. Unless 
all elements are shown clearly, you’re leaving 
yourself susceptible to extras being added at a 
later stage, which the builder may claim were 
never included in the original price.

Terms of payment 
You should avoid paying for things up 
front as it may put you in a weak position 
if your contractor goes under. there are a 
few exceptions to this rule, such as where 
you have to pay for a timber frame to be 
fabricated. Good builders will allow you to 
pay in stages on a regular basis, which will 
be related to the duration of your project. 
You should set these fixed stages out in your 
contract so that you can budget for them or 
so that they reflect when you’re able to draw 
down cash from your mortgage. 

It’s a fair assumption that all self builds will 
change as they progress, which is likely to 

Site insurance, sometimes called contract works insurance, 
will protect you and your project against a range of risks. 
This includes environmental issues (storms, flooding etc) 
and fire affecting the main house, as well as covering 
temporary buildings on the site, such as the site office  
or a caravan. In addition it will protect what you are 
constructing. It’s also worth checking that site insurance 
includes any professional fees, site clearance and debris 
removal in the event of a claim. 

Your cover should also protect you against theft – paying 
out if someone comes onto site and steals tools or materials. 
In most cases this will include personal effects belonging to 
employees, though the limit is usually rather low. Of course, 
it’s up to you to keep the site locked when not in use – and 
most insurers will insist on a high level of security. 

You are responsible for your site as soon as the deeds for 
the plot are in your name, so think about how you are going 
to get protection from the start. Your tradespeople and 
contractors may have their own insurance, but the buck for 
any accidents may still rest with you. Therefore it’s essential 
to have public liability cover in place from the off and for the 
duration of the build. If someone, even a trespasser, came 
onto the site and injured themselves you might be held 
legally responsible, which means you could end up with a  
big compensation bill. Your policy should typically cover 
public liability up to £5m.

It’s possible to obtain products that last 12, 18 or 24 
months, and if your project completes before the cover  
ends you should be able to convert the remaining time into 
regular buildings insurance. On the flip side, you can easily 
extend shorter policies if your scheme overruns. The level  
of indemnity will vary between policy providers, but will 
typically cover the following as standard:
l Building works

l Materials

l Plant, tools and equipment (owned or hired) 

l Temporary residence (caravan, site office etc) 

l Employees’ personal effects

l Personal accident (including broken bones) 

l Public and employers’ liability

l Legal expenses

l Your personal possessions 

It’s a good idea to consider buying a structural home 
warranty, too. In fact, many lenders insist that a 10-year 
warranty is in place before they will consider a self build 
mortgage. This type of warranty will give you peace of 
mind as it will cover the expense of any repairs if you were 
to discover a serious defect in the structure within a 
decade of completion. 

INSURANCE EXPLAINED

above: Mark wildgoose and Revis white undertook a project to add a 
new wing to their country home. although they had written a contract 
with their builders, there were a few issues to overcome as a dispute 
arose from an overrun in the schedule. Despite a penalty clause in the 
contract for this sort of eventuality, some of the delays were attributed 
to changes the couple had made along the way – and so the builder 
levied further fees. “Be aware of all of your costs – including potential 
additions,” says Revis. “Understand what your contract means and how it 
will affect you if you make changes or if your builder runs late. It’s there 
to protect all parties, not just you as the client.”

above: Mike Dillon was a self build novice prior to completing his 
traditional style home in Yorkshire. a friend of his who is a contracts 
manager compiled a schedule of works for the project with indicative 
costs. Mike spent many hours travelling around the local area looking at 
examples of tradesmen’s work. when he selected who he wanted to work 
with, he arranged a fixed price for the building of the shell. when the 
project started on site, Mike encouraged a daily 15 minute catch up in the 
mornings and provided workers with a cup of tea and bacon sandwich. “It 
was a great way of team building and encouraging everyone to get along,” 
says Mike. “as a result there were no fall outs and everyone was happy to 
pitch in when we needed them. communication was key.”
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FIVE STEPS TO  
FINISHING YOUR BUILDSELF BUILD

How to

t
he hard work is all done, the home 
of your dreams is nearly complete 
and you’ll soon be enjoying the fruits 
of your labour. However, before you 

put your feet up and relax in your new space, 
there are some loose ends to tie up first. It 
may seem like a bore at the end of an exciting 
process, but completing your project properly 
is extremely important.

on a self build, formal completion shows 
that all the work detailed in the planning 
permission – including all the conditions – has 
been done. It also highlights that your home 
is safe and has met all Building Regulations. 
In most cases, your builder or surveyor 
(or possibly your package company if you 
have gone down this route) will sign off the 
property and apply to the local authority for 
a completion certificate. this process can 
take up to six weeks, but as an alternative 
you could call in an independent approved 
inspector, which should be quicker. 

Moving in   
Like many self builders, you may want to live 
in your house as soon as it is habitable, but 
before it is 100% finished, in order to minimise 
the costs of temporary accommodation. In 
addition, if you have taken out a mortgage, the 
payments will probably be at their full amount 
by this stage, so cash flow will be tight. 

to move in early, an inspection may need 
to be arranged with building control and a 
certificate of habitation issued. this will clarify 
that the basics – such as toilets, showers and 
hot water – are functional and that the house 
can be safely lived in. this will cover you until 
the formal completion certificate is issued – 

it’s an essential piece of paperwork if you want 
your house insurance to be validated.

Formal completion
once you have this legal document, your self 
build is an officially registered residential 
property. You can move into it, rent it out or 
put it up for sale – whatever you wish. this 
certificate is one of the most important notices 
you’ll acquire over the course of your project – 
so make a copy and lodge it with your solicitor. 
It’s an official written record to verify that 
independent checks have taken place at the 
fundamental stages of construction – laying 
of foundations, the damp-proof course etc 
– and that the house has been finished to a 
satisfactory standard.   

as the dwelling is registered, you’ll become 
liable to pay council tax. Your house will be 
assessed by the local authority to verify the 
band rating, which may take a few months to 
process. so, although you won’t get a bill right 
away, when it does arrive it will be backdated 
to the date on the completion certificate. this 
might turn out to be quite a hefty sum, so don’t 
forget to budget for it. 

Snagging  
a few weeks after the completion certificate 
has been issued, its a good idea to walk 
around the house with your builder to make 
a note of all of the minor details that need 
rectifying. this is known as ‘snagging’. this 
can be anything from poor paintwork to badly 
hung doors, broken window-catches and 
faulty sockets – but you may find more serious 
defects. this is a crucial stage; do it right and 
you could save yourself thousands of pounds 
– do it wrong and you could end up with a 
problem property. 

You should spend at least a couple of hours 
snagging an average three bedroom house 
and compiling a detailed list. the best way to 
approach this is to inspect each part of the 
house in turn. For example, take a look at all 
the electrics; have you got the right number of 

sockets and switches in the correct places? 
are they at the right height or level, do they 
operate the correct lights and are they clean 
and free from paint and plaster?

 Hopefully, you’ll have agreed with your 
contractor to hold back a ‘retainer’ – either 
the final payment or a percentage of the build 
cost – from the outset. once the snagging list 
has been agreed, the builder can carry out the 
necessary repairs and you can release any 
final payments.

Warranty  
any significant structural defects that aren’t 
immediately apparent will usually appear in the 
first two years after completion. a structural 
warranty (sometimes referred to as latent 
defects insurance) is the conventional method 
of covering these risks. throughout the build, 
your warranty provider will have been visiting 
at regular intervals to confirm that the house 
has been built to a satisfactory standard at 
each stage and issue certificates to this effect. 
at the completion stage you will receive the 
final certificate – this shows that your house 
is now officially complete and covered by the 
warranty. Keep this record safe – it is a highly 
important document that should remain with 
the house paperwork and be passed on to any 
subsequent owner.

warranties will pay out to put right any 
physical damage caused by defects in the 
structure, such as in the foundations or load-
bearing elements, as well as for reasonable 
living costs incurred during the remedial work. 
standard warranties last for 10 years and are 
invariably charged as a single premium. they 
will cost anything from £1,500 to £5,000, 
depending on the size of your house and 
complexity of the project. 

an alternative to a standard warranty is to 
use an architect’s certificate. this is a signed 
legal document that confirms that the house 
has been supervised during the construction 
period, that it complies with Building Regs 
and follows best practice construction 
standards. It should cost around £1,000 
and will be valid for six years – but it’s not 
an insurance policy. so, if something does 
go wrong it’s up to you to prove the cause 
of the fault and claim against the architect’s 
professional indemnity insurance. 

Reclaiming VAT 
now that your build is over, it’s time to claw 
some cash back. once the formal completion 
certificate has been issued you have a three-
month window in which to submit your Vat 
claim – download the relevant forms (Vat 
431 nB) from www.hmrc.gov.uk/vat. You can 
only make one claim so it’s essential that you 
include everything that’s relevant. You must 
attach the following with your request: 

l  Your bank details – so the refund  
can be paid

l the planning permission document
l  Proof the building work is finished –   

eg a letter from your local authority
l a full set of building plans
l  all invoices – including tenders  

if the document has not been itemised
l Bills and any credit notes
l  Proof the Vat has been paid – such  

as bank statements
Vat invoices must be valid and show the 
correct rate of tax or they won’t be accepted. 
HMRc will acknowledge receipt of your claim 
by letter within 10 working days. they should 
also ask any questions they have about your 
claim at the same time. You will normally get 
your refund within 30 banking days of them 
receiving your forms.

You’ll be refunded Vat on the materials 
used on your self build – you can also claim 
for a detached garage, boundary fences and 
walls, in addition to driveways. HMRc has a 
strict definition of what constitutes building 
materials. they must be incorporated into the 
property itself or into the site; basically, items 
that you can’t remove without using tools 
and damaging the building and/or the goods 
themselves. However, there are a number 
of exceptions. Items such as carpets, fitted 
furniture, some electrical and gas appliances 
do not count as building materials. Vat 
paid out on goods bought within the EU is 
recoverable at the rate paid in the country of 
procurement, at the sterling exchange rate on 
the day of purchase.

all labour should be zero-rated at the time 
of the build, so does not form part of the 
reclaim procedure – make sure you are not 
charged for this in the first place. You also 
cannot get money back on Vat paid out for 
services, such as tool hire.

If you’re self build is approaching the 

finish line, there are a few essential 

steps to take to reach completion 
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How should we fund our project?

Q We are having some problems getting 
a mortgage for our back garden self 

build. Even though our current house is 
valued at £650,000 – which we don’t want 
to sell – and our plot is worth £250,000 (it 
has been valued by an estate agent) we are 
struggling to get a bank to agree to finance 
the scheme. What should we do, and who 
should we approach? 

A You should seek specialist mortgage 
advice. Make sure your chosen provider 

is a credible organisation that understands the 
self build landscape and knows how best to 
arrange the finance required for your personal 
circumstances. Buildstore (buildstore.co.uk) 
is one such company and deals with finance 
providers who understand the complexities 
of this type of mortgage, plus the stages 
where finance needs to be drawn down. Past 
experience has shown that many high street 
banks do not understand the complexity of 
self build projects, preferring straightforward 
financial arrangements.

Can I change materials?  

Q I have a set of approved plans (at  
the detailed planning permission 

stage) for a new two storey house in a 
semi-rural location. I absolutely love the 
design, which was created with masonry 
construction in mind. Although this is what  
I originally requested, I have had a change of 
heart. I have been researching timber frame 

and have been won over. How hard will it  
be for me to translate the design to work  
with this system? 

A to convert a masonry plan into timber 
frame is usually quite straightforward 

and your design shouldn’t really be affected 
aesthetically at all. the main difference 
between the two systems is that, with 
masonry, the inner blockwork carries the 
main load of the structure and is tied to the 
outer leaf of brick wall to provide stability. a 
timber frame building is designed so that the 
skeleton carries all the loads and the cladding 
(outer leaf) has little to do with the structural 
stability of the design.

Depending upon the system, timber frame 
also has the potential to offer improved 
thermal performance for any given thickness 
of external wall, which could increase the 
useable floor area of your home, so this might 
have a slight bearing on your design, too.

Do I need a warranty?   

Q I have been told to invest in a 
structural warranty for my self build, 

but if I employ a package company to take 
on a turnkey service, will this already be 
provided? Why do I need a warranty in 
addition to insurance?

A Mortgage providers will generally 
insist that there is a 10 year structural 

warranty in place as part of their conditions 
for lending funds. In addition, if you decide to 
sell the house within 10 years of completion 
it will be much easier to do so if you have the 
warranty. If you employ a package company to 
provide a turnkey service for you, they would 
normally also provide the structural warranty. 

since they are acting as a main contractor, 
they will most likely be responsible for any 
defect in the building for the first two years. 
the structural warranty provider will then be 
responsible for any major structural defect in 
years three to 10.

Where can I find a PM?  

Q I need to hire a project manager (PM)
to run my self build as I live about 

150 miles away from the plot I’m building on. 
How do I find a suitable professional? 

A as you are living so far away from 
the build, it’s essential that you have 

someone on site to oversee works on your 
behalf. If you are using an architect to design 
your home, they may be able to offer a project 
management service or recommend someone 
who can. If you are using a package company, 
such as Potton (potton.co.uk), they will be able 
to put you in touch with a suitable professional. 
some firms will also be able to offer their own 
watertight PM service as part of their overall 
package - see page 30 for more information. 

Can I make design 
changes if I’ve already 
started my project?   

Q I am really keen to 
build my house using 

structural insulated panels 
(SIPs). The thing putting  
me off is that I’ve been told it’s 
a fairly inflexible system. Does 
this mean that as the build 
progresses I will not be able to 
make changes to any design 
elements or details? 

A Regardless of build 
method, it is never good 

practice to change your design 
once work has started on site. Doing so will 
inevitably lead to increased costs and will delay 
completion, too. Having said that, alterations to 
all houses, including those constructed from 
sIPs, can be made during the works. changes 
to non-structural elements can normally be 
quickly and simply effected on site. alterations 
to structural items always need to be checked 
by an engineer, but they can usually be  
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Furthermore, as these energy saving measures 
are ‘passive’ they work for the life of the building 
and require no maintenance. Renewable 
technologies, such as electricity generating 
photovoltaic panels, have a part to play in the 
overall energy consumption of a building, but 
they have a limited lifespan and are much less 
effective in a poorly insulated building.

Can you help me to find a plot?   

Q I have been looking for a viable plot in 
a certain area for nearly two years with 

no success. Do you have any tips and advice 
on how I could find a suitable parcel of land?

A Unfortunately, this is probably the most 
difficult part of building your own home. 

there are a number of routes you can take, 
but you’d be well advised to do all of them at 
the same time. this isn’t an exhaustive overall 
list, so you will need to be tenacious and 
determined in your search. 

subscribing to a plot listing service is 
the first thing to do – try plotsearch.co.uk. 
scouring the local papers and registering your 
interest with estate agents is important, too. 
You many even want to try looking on Google 
Earth to try and identify any vacant plots. ask 
the local shop, pub and newsagent if you can 
put a ‘wanted ad’ in the window. also, walk 
around the local area, as it’s surprising what 
you miss when you’re driving along! 

Don’t forget to look at replacement dwelling 
opportunities or houses for sale with potential 
garden plots. Look on your local authority’s 
planning website for people who are applying 
for, or who have received, planning permission. 
they might be thinking of selling the plot and 
you may be able to get in there early. also, 
some package companies may have details of 
clients who have decided to sell some land, so 
it’s always worth asking them.

accommodated. Designs should ideally be 
refined before construction starts to make 
sure the build itself progresses as quickly and 
smoothly as possible.

Can a package company 
provide a unique design?

Q I really like the idea of getting a 
package company to help me with 

my project. However, I don’t want to build 
anything from a ‘pattern book’. Do you know 
if I can have a bespoke design while still 
enlisting the help of a package company? 

A Indeed you can! Potton, for example,  
has a collection of house brochures  

or ‘ideas books’ but also offers an in-house 
design service with an associated RIBa 
accredited architect. From your blank canvas, 
they can provide a bespoke design that’s 
tailor-made to suit your individual requirements 
and of course, your budget. a word of warning 
though, you should really only think about your 
design once you have secured your plot of land. 
the constraints imposed by the size and shape 
will have a significant effect on the design. 

What is a fabric first approach?   

Q I am looking to build an efficient 
home with low running costs. I was 

initially thinking of installing some renewable 
technology, but when chatting to an architect 
they advised me to take a fabric first 
approach – what does this mean?  

A a fabric first approach is concerned with 
how the building is thermally protected 

and constructed. the idea is that installing 
high performance insulation and creating 
good air tightness to achieve high levels of 
energy performance can be very cost effective. 

self build + renovation + extension + Conversion 

JANUARY 2014
www.self-build.co.uk

£4.25

Making your dream home happen

BuildIt

INSPIRING REAL LIFE PROJECTS 
l    Eco heating: what 
are the options?   

  l   New self build  
cost calculator

l      Bathroom layout  
& style ideas 

that’s full of character

Complete your 
project on time  
& on budget

Country cottage

W
hy you should 

make 2014 the  

year to self build

+

inspir

MONEY-SAVING ADVICE

Explore a stylish new

10  SURE-FIRE WAYS 

TO ADD VALUE  

TO YOUR PROPERTY

Design guide
How to create an authentic  

traditional-style home 

Planning  
made simple:Get consent  

for the house  you want  

sEE PaGE 74

BI.0114.001.indd   1

14/11/2013   17:54:47



Self Build    
  Academy
Looking to self build but unsure where to start?

…Join our Self Build Academy for the answers to YOUR questions

Where do I  
start my build?

How do I plan, 
manage & control 

my build?

How do I 
successfully 

complete my  
build?

What is  
 self build?

How do I make  
the most of  

my plot?

W W W . S E L F B U I L D A C A D E M Y . C O . U K


