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Transcript of House Planning Help episode 395 
 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  00:00 
This is House Planning Help - episode 395. Hello, I'm Ben Adam-Smith, and this is the podcast for you 
if you're interested in self-build or retrofit. I'm exploring what houses we should be building in the 21st 
Century and trying to break down some of the major roadblocks that may get in our way.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  00:17 
Coming up in this session, my guest is Dr. James Glockling. We're asking, how easy is it to ensure a 
natural building? I imagine timber is going to come up a fair bit, and then the various infill, the lovely 
materials we might use - straw, hemp, whatever it is. Perhaps you're even talking about a new 
approach. Is that going to make insuring a building even harder?  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  00:41 
And I'd like to give a quick hat tip to the Alliance for Sustainable Building Products, a great organisation, 
because it was this time last year that I got introduced to James at one of their events. This is the 
Healthy Buildings Conference and Expo, and it's a wide-ranging event that I would thoroughly 
recommend. So go and get some more details on the ASBP website, which we'll work into the show 
notes today, and all the other events that they hold throughout the year. So that's the Alliance for 
Sustainable Building Products.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  01:11 
Let's get to our featured interview then with Dr. James Glockling. And in addition to houses, we're going 
to talk big buildings today as well, or larger buildings, mass timber, for a couple of reasons. Firstly, this 
is James's specialist area, and also because one-off eco homes, fortunately present less of a problem. 
However, over the years, I've definitely had people getting in touch with concerns and troubles in 
insuring which is why this podcast is being made today. So we'll come on to those reasons of why eco 
homes are a bit better. But I started by asking James how he got into this area. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  01:47 
My introduction to the insurance side of things and insurance research goes back to the days of the 
Loss Prevention Council, which was the insurers' research establishment, which covered the 
investigation of all forms of loss and loss mitigation from fire, security, flood and the like. And then from 
there, I went to the BRE (Building Research Establishment) as did the Loss Prevention Council, and 
then on to the Fire Protection Association. And I now work for myself as a consultant, assisting insurers 
with risk, but also a good bed partner for them, actually, is also the military. And I do a lot of work for 
the military as well, really on resilience building and risk mitigation in high-risk scenarios. And I suppose 
the common theme here is you can look at Grenfell and the plight of the people at the top of that 
building as being no difference to someone in a submarine at the bottom of the sea. They're wholly 
dependent upon the materials and systems around them to keep them safe. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  02:46 
And we will want to find out more about this, but maybe a more general question, first of all, why do we 
have insurance in the first place? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  02:55 
Well, insurance was originally set up as a means of protecting people against disaster, where you levy 
a premium on a large group of people to protect the interests of the individual. 
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Ben Adam-Smith  03:08 
And when we start to bring it into the arena of housing, we're talking small-scale most of the time in this 
podcast, how might insurance companies look at buildings? What are they interested in? You've talked 
about fire already, but what various different categories fall under, what they look at when they assess 
a building? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  03:30 
Well, the insurability of a property is multifaceted. Whilst we often talk of fire and water exposure and 
flood, many other factors come into play, how the building is used, what scale it is, what it's used for, 
the nature of the people that occupy it, and the business that's conducted within it. They're also keen, 
obviously, on the structure, the materials that are used to create it, and how those materials are 
presented, but they're also keen on looking at other systems present that might introduce additional risk 
or compound existing risks, such as the presence of PV panels, energy storage systems, EV charging, 
underground car parks, pools, green roofs, green walls, blue roofs, all these things, although they're 
very good, obviously, in the sort of theme of net zero, do present additional challenges that need to be 
addressed. And then obviously they'll also look at the mitigations put in place that might include 
mitigations against fire and mitigations for escape of water and flood protection and the like. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  04:40 
And what is the process for the homeowner? Let's just deal with existing homes first of all. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  04:45 
Well for existing homes, the provision of insurance is often as simple as filling in a form on a website. 
As long as there is nothing extraordinary about the home, this can be a very simple process and a very 
low, low-cost process as well. Probably in the home environment, fires are very rare events. Escape of 
water losses, on the other hand, are extraordinary common events. I've just renewed the insurance 
here. I think it cost me about £200, and when you consider what an individual loss might cost, that's an 
extraordinarily small sum of money. So really, the premiums that are required, they need to be levied 
across a very large property portfolio in order to keep up with the costs associated with the losses. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  05:30 
Because this is a business. That is an important aspect to point out.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  05:34 
Absolutely. And actually, one of the interesting things that often crops up in conversation, certainly 
when dealing with net zero endeavours and the requirement to decarbonise is, whilst these are all great 
measures and much needed measures, particularly the replacement of concrete and steel with 
increasing use of timber, it's not an excuse for insurers to leave their brain at the door and leave behind 
sensible underwriting. Otherwise that will lead to disaster, as it once did for the banks when they forgot 
about risk control. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  06:08 
And in that vein, it's changing all the time, really, or they're reassessing it every year? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  06:13 
Well, yes they do. Now it's obviously easier where they have a raft of historic knowledge and data so 
they have a claims history, so they can make a good analysis of what the likely loss profile will be for a 
given property. But as we move on to new areas and new construction methods and new materials, this 
becomes incredibly problematic. Now, insurers use a number called EML, Estimated Maximum Loss, 
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and this is really they make an estimate to do with fire as to the likelihood or the extent of damage that 
will be incurred to a single loss. If we talk about large buildings, this becomes vitally important, because 
they don't insure multi-storey buildings, as though the whole thing will burn down in every fire event on 
a 20-storey building, they may say, putting things very crudely, that the damage is incurred on maybe 
four floors. They may lose the fire floor, two floors above to some smoke damage, and a floor below to 
water damage. So there you have an EML, or an Estimated Maximum Loss, which is four floors in 20, 
just 20% of the building that is insured that way. Now, in making that assessment, there are some huge 
assumptions in there. The fire stays on the fire floor is the first one, the amount of water damage done 
is pretty limited, that you can recover the surfaces and the areas from smoke damage.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  07:41 
Now, as you change from the more robust materials to those perils, everything else changes. You 
know, what if the fire can actually get out of a window and travel up combustible insulation or a green 
wall? Well, suddenly, the fire staying on the fire floor is no longer valid. What if the water damage is 
actually now affecting the structure of the building, if it might be timber? Well, that's a problem. And I 
think you can see how that model collapses very quickly and often as not it forces the insurer to, in the 
name of their own safety, commit to an EML of 100% and then, really, it becomes a less attractive 
insurance proposition, because not only will it be more expensive for the homeowner, but also they may 
themselves seek some protection by re-insuring some of the risk as well to cover an unfortunate event 
which might outstrip their estimates. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  08:38 
Because I imagine there's this scenario that you can always get insurance if you pay enough, but then 
it gets to the level where this is ridiculous! 
 
Dr. James Glockling  08:47 
Yes, and really, with some of the large mass timber buildings that we're seeing proposed, it's not 
uncommon for them to go back to the drawing board and be re-created in steel and concrete, because 
really, the insurers are just refusing to put up the capacity that's pertinent to it. Now, we have been in 
these sorts of situations before. Prior to living here, I lived for 17 years in a thatched house. I was 
paying every month what most people pay in a year for insurance. But it can only ever be that way, 
because if the roof catches fire, it's a total loss, and nothing can alter that, and as a result, that not only 
makes it very expensive, but there were very few insurers I could go to, because it is a specialist area 
of insurance, and there are lots of conditions put on the insurance as well to accompany that. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  09:36 
Well, there's lots of interesting things you've said there. Let me just bring up masonry cavity wall, which 
the British construction industry for houses seems to love, or mainly England. But is that safe because 
of the history? It seems like history is such a big part of knowing what's happened in the past, and if 
you're using all the same things again in the future, it's likely to be a similar risk analysis. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  10:03 
Okay, now that's an interesting question. I think it brings in lots of other factors. We know that there are 
potentially issues with the competency of people putting buildings together, but the truth is, it's probably 
always been like this. There is always some deviation from plan for how buildings are put together. But 
when you're building out of materials which are, say, insensitive to fire, does it really matter if there's a 
gap in a compartment boundary that's larger than it should be, or is where it is but shouldn't be there at 
all? Probably much less so than when you build out of materials that are combustible in the first place, 
where even very small deviations can have huge ramifications for how the building responds to fire. So 
I think there are all sorts of things wrapped up in what you're saying about how many ignitions then 
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transfer to fire, and then how many fires then take off to cause real problems. When you're building out 
of bricks and mortar, the statistics for that progression are immensely lower. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  11:07 
Right, so that's one that we've ticked off, which is a common choice anyway. Timber burns. We know 
that. So if we're wanting to construct a timber building, how do we approach that to make sure we've 
got a building that can be insured? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  11:24 
Right, so there are different types of building. We can have light timber structures, and then we can 
have mass timber structures, of which we can have large post and beam type structures like Glulam 
and LVL (Laminated Veneer Lumber), or you can have the panel type systems like Cross Laminated 
Timber. Each have their challenges, I would say, certainly when you're building at large scale. So 
common between light timber frame and maybe light steel framing is these are systems where you use 
lightweight materials and they have a lot of voids. So basically, just as a fisherman's net might be, you 
could call it a lot of holes sewn together. It's like a lot of voids held together with quite lightweight 
materials. Now, as soon as you have voids in any building, it can present challenges when they might 
be combustible, and this is because if fire does get into them, they are really out of the domain of any 
fire protection system, such as sprinklers. The fire service can struggle. There may be a requirement to 
tear apart the actual structural fabric of the building to access the fire, which is a very big ask of them, 
because it infers they're standing above the fire in order to be pouring water down into these cavities. 
They can also miscommunicate the location of fire by spreading smoke amongst these voids to re-
emerge in a totally false place and can mislead. This is where construction accuracy comes into things 
with the positioning of fire stopping. I haven't been to any fire in a building where I haven't found the fire 
stopping either missing or misplaced or just absent. You can almost sometimes see the day that clearly 
the inspector turned up.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  13:05 
In terms of mass timber buildings, certainly things like CLT, they have less voids. They're still solid wall 
structures. But a key property of timber, which is different to everything else, well, other biophilic 
materials also can burn in a form of smouldering, and that presents enormous challenges for everyone, 
because it can go on for a long time with dogged determination, and certainly in fire testing that we've 
done in the laboratory, you can sit there for 9, 10, 11 hours with fire eating its way through very slowly, 
a very low oxygen requirement, to really re-emerge as flaming combustion the other side of quite a 
thick wall, making its way through seams and through voids. This is the root cause for some quite 
difficult conversations with fire service in terms of, well, while this process is going on, is the building 
losing structural capability? How long will they actually need to be on site to assure that the fire is out? 
There has been a historic instance where a fire is broken out repeatedly over five days, every day. I 
think at the end of that, the building was demolished, and as the chief officer put it, that was their only 
way of assuring the fire was actually out. Now there's a good example in terms of EML and the insurer. 
Can you answer the question of what puts the fire out? And that is the most difficult question to answer 
when you start building out of timber. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  14:32 
It's so tricky, isn't it, because there are all these different dynamics. And what can we do upfront, if 
anything, you've talked about sprinkler systems and things like that but is there anything we can 
actually do with the design to know that it's going to be insurable? And we're moving into this realm of 
timbers and perhaps straw and all these lovely materials now that we want to use, but we don't want to 
use them if we can't insure our building. 
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Dr. James Glockling  15:00 
Absolutely. So first of all, I need to caveat what I say. When you're dealing with individual homes, there 
is much less of a problem, because they are a limited loss scenario, just because of their scale. So a lot 
of what I'm saying is really more relevant to perhaps your six-storey apartment block or your 
commercial building, buildings of greater scale. But that said, there are still things that can be looked at 
in terms of encapsulation of lower performing materials behind higher performing materials. So, if you 
like, encasement. And obviously in light timber framing, plasterboard plays a key role in there. But even 
as you go through life of that building, that plasterboard needs to remain intact. Anytime you cut 
through it, it needs to be made good to the same level of fire resistance as the original wall. And there 
are specialist products for doing that. But I believe there's a lack of awareness of that by people. So not 
uncommon to find TVs counter sunk into walls, new sockets put in without a fire resisting back on. And I 
know this is going down into the weeds, but it is important, because one weak spot on a building can 
bring some buildings down. There was a period of time where we had some multi-storey light timber 
frame buildings where fire got in from the outside through plastic vent covers. It would take a flame 
within a matter of seconds from a cigarette lighter, and then you have a burning plastic fire inside the 
timber cavity, and that had gone onto cause terrible damage on many buildings. So susceptibility, the 
buildings are basically more susceptible to some quite small ignition sources.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  16:39 
And I've heard in the past that materials like hempcrete perform amazingly in fires. Does that affect the 
insurance profile a bit like a concrete building might? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  16:53 
Yes, it may well do. And I think every individual material needs to be considered on its own merits, and 
all insurers will have their own experience and their own appetite for the different materials. Again, if I 
take the thatch example, NFU Mutual are really the market leader in the insurance of thatched houses. 
So they see an opportunity there, but the level of control they exert and the level of experience they 
have of that makes it worthwhile for them to do so. So the direction that things will take will probably be 
from specialist insurers first, until a data set has built up to either introduce the more common, the 
garden insurers to come and play, or otherwise.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  17:40 
So you've mentioned your thatch example there. Do we have any examples of companies who are 
seeing these natural build opportunities and wanting to make that their focus? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  17:51 
In respect of large buildings, insurers do not like to be in a situation where they can't offer insurance, so 
I think that's a probably a good starting point, but as I say, in new areas, they are quite cautious. So like 
many others, they have committed to supporting net zero. But it needs to be done well. And so there's 
a whole suite of guides that are starting to turn up. One I co-authored with Philip Callow, a broker, 
called the Mass Timber Insurance Playbook, which is freely downloadable from the ASBP website. 
That's the Alliance for Sustainable Building Products. Now that is a good example of the features of any 
building which insurers are interested in, and tells you how to really design and make your case in 
insurance speak for the designs that you put in front of them as to why they should be considered 
worthy of insurance.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  18:48 
Because that is quite interesting, isn't it? Can you persuade an insurance company that this is a 
building they want to insure? Are there certifications or bits of evidence that you can give? 
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Dr. James Glockling  18:59 
It's very difficult for insurers to treat every individual building on its own merits, because there's not 
enough hours in the day to do that. So we need to find a process of uniformity of approach, but it is 
difficult. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  19:17 
Let's just have a look at some examples here and I know probably each one is different, but let's say 
you talk about a timber building, but you've got other things going on. It's not all timber. It might have 
zinc cladding on the outside. So how do you deal with the different proportions and the different 
elements that are within the building? Because it's complicated, isn't it? It's not just one material. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  19:43 
That's right. And in the Mass Timber Insurance Playbook, it goes through 26 features of a building, 
which I created in association with the key UK insurers when investigating what the challenges of 
construction in general, but then with a view to mass timber construction. And whilst it raises what the 
challenges are, in there are also the solutions that are needed. So whilst there may be from the design 
community, if you like, a bravado to create the 100% timber building, the truth is that actually a building 
that can't be insured is a building that can't be built, and that's because in this seesaw of resilience 
against net zero, the seesaw is tipped totally 100% to addressing net zero and 0% on resilience. And 
what we need is to really adjust that balance. So actually we sort of get 80%, 80%. So within that, it is 
really a requirement to adopt best athlete materials to where they're needed, and a good case in point 
may be the limited use of concrete. Concrete might be a dirty word to the designer, but if it's viewed as 
an enabler of the greater use of timber, then maybe it can be looked at with a different set of eyes.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  21:02 
And also, we mustn't neglect what the UK concrete industry has done to decarbonise itself, which has 
very good credentials in comparison to concrete production in the rest of the world. So if you think of a 
six-storey apartment block just made out of timber, which is uninsurable, and then think of a six-storey 
apartment block, but maybe the central cores are done in concrete, and it's on a concrete plinth, the 
first floor. Well, what have you achieved with that building? The majority of it is still timber, but the 
ground floor is now protected against flood because you're on a concrete base, you've overcome an 
awful lot of the challenges to do with the routing of services through combustible voids, because now 
you have a non-combustible core, you can route these up. The concrete core also provides stability if 
there is a fire for fire services to attend and do their job. So you're much more likely that you improve 
their effectiveness. You also have a place where you can dispose of water safely down a water-
resistant flu, if you like. And I think you can start to see that just a bit of hybridisation of materials 
creates something which is much more attractive to the insurer. You could even take this further, and in 
the core, put the water bearing rooms, such as kitchens and bathrooms, and then really, you've got 
probably the best building that you can have that balances low carbon credentials with quite a high 
level of resilience. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  22:31 
Because how much are they looking at location as well? You talked about that flood example, very 
handy to have it all concrete at the base. But when we start moving around, even between different 
countries, that's going to have an impact. And we've seen more flooding in certain parts of England. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  22:50 
Yes. So flooding is a challenge for all buildings, no matter what you build them out of, first and 
foremost. It may be more of a problem for recovering buildings which have a large biophilic material 
content, just because of the way they respond to water exposure above a certain humidity level. You 
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know, they can lose aesthetic, which can be quite costly to repair, but also they do become food for 
other things, such as bacteria and mould and beetles and all other manner of things. Again, this can 
have structural implications. And really when, when talking of new building methods and materials, we 
really do need to split that out as to whether we're talking about these new materials forming the 
structure of the building, which really has a much higher price tag attached to it, because that can be 
high cost of repair. Do we know how to repair them? That's another thing in these early days. And can 
they spread fire? Or are we just talking about infills and claddings and insulations which can just 
promote fire spread in their own right? But in terms of flood and water exposure, we can certainly 
perceive that there may be a greater recovery cost attached to their use, and as you transfer that to the 
multi storey environment, then you multiply that problem more.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  24:15 
Now, escape of water losses alone accounts for, I need to get my figures right, but it's either £1.5 or £2 
billion a year. So these may be relatively low-cost incidents, but they happen so often and in such great 
numbers overall that they are probably the thing which will determine the success or failure of some of 
these construction methods going forward. So whilst fire is the thing that everyone talks about, it's 
probably water and moisture exposure that's going to determine whether they are viable building 
methods going forward. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  24:51 
Those are two main categories that you mentioned there. Are there any others that get anywhere close 
being as risky as fire and water problems? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  25:00 
I would just classify the sources of water a little bit more, because we have classification for escape of 
water, which is, you know, burst pipes, which might be weather related, or just poor DIY, like mine! But 
then we need to also consider, in some of these, you have a Passivhaus, control of moisture, control of 
temperature, you need to have a healthy atmosphere, otherwise that can start to degrade the fabric of 
the building, if that's not right. So really, again, some sort of mechanical heat recovery system, which 
keeps the living space appropriately healthy for the occupants and the timber structure itself is probably 
a good idea. A lot of challenges are happening because of water ingress into the building also. And 
really the greatest bugbear here is the flat roof, which probably needs outlawing for many types of 
timber construction. But you see again, this brings us into the subject of durability and longevity, and we 
are seeing some buildings pulled down after just seven years because something that is different to 
when you build out of concrete, brick, stone and steel, is that when the small leak that goes unnoticed 
can do structural damage within as short a period as two months. And now that's an incredibly short 
timescale and how you put that right, well, once it's detected, it might be too late. You might have lost 
significant structure of the building, but the methods for recovering from that is routing out an awful lot 
of rotten wood and then filling it safely afterwards. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  25:46 
Because insurers are not going to know whether you're maintaining your building properly, really, are 
they? Is there some way? So I imagine they're hedging their bets against that. But yeah, how does that 
all fit in? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  26:07 
Well, as I mentioned, I think water exposure is going to be such a big issue. I don't think that large 
buildings, and it's a personal view, are really viable without the installation of proper detection and 
control systems. They exist. They're very good. And this is lining places with detectors, which can be a 
simple tape strip connected to some wireless reporting device, really, to detect water when it appears 



 

8	

where it shouldn't be. You know, under baths, under shower trays, down in basements, under roof 
coverings, all these sorts of places, so that when something happens, it is detected quickly, and then it 
can be acted upon quickly, while the damage is just aesthetic, because if it's allowed to go any further, 
it's instantly quite, quite serious. So the insurance will be probably provided that any system that's 
installed, be it to do with fire or water, peril mitigation, is well maintained and kept going properly 
throughout its life.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  27:53 
Can we talk a bit about quality of workmanship? So we're going ahead. We're under construction, and 
this is where things can vary. So how do we show that quality of workmanship that will be needed to get 
our buildings insured? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  28:11 
Well, so anyone who's quite clued-up on the press releases to do with large-scale fire loss of buildings, 
and specifically apartment blocks, really, you'll see that there is only one article written, and all they do 
is change the name and address of the building, and it's always fire stopping wasn't fitted where it 
should have been, and so the fire spread through the voids and between the fire compartments, and 
hence that led to the unacceptable level of loss, never a loss of life yet. But you know, we need to bear 
in mind that actually our Building Regulations only seek to ensure evacuation before collapse. There's 
nothing in them to actually put the fire out or save the building or any part of it. And really this shows 
you where the stresses are. This total divorce between life safety and property protection is why, with 
this change of materials, when we move away from brick and stone and concrete, why insurers are now 
so interested, because that coincidental property protection that we had, just by merit of the 
performance and the materials they used to achieve the life safety objective gave them something 
which they don't necessarily get now.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  29:17 
But when it comes to workmanship itself, the loss of the Clerk of Works clearly has had a big impact on 
performance. Evidence certainly is key during construction that everything has been done as it should, 
that everything is in place. Yes, it will result in the world's most boring photograph album, as you look 
for every piece of fire stopping in place. But if you think about modular construction and combustible 
modular construction as these modules are lifted into place, each unit has six sides that need fire 
stopping, every penetration in that needs fire stopping around it, imagine a situation in the future where 
modular construction performs badly, and just as happened for the cladding crisis, every modular 
building now comes under suspicion of not being put together properly. So what I'd say is it's really 
whoever's constructing these buildings owes it to the future tenants of these buildings to collect the 
evidence to show that this building was put together right, because an investigation in the 3D lattice of a 
modular building or a light timber frame building is going to be very difficult and will make the cladding 
crisis look like a cake walk by comparison. So I think evidence is everything, and if there's a Clerk of 
Works properly reporting on the job as it's put together, then that can only be of great benefit. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  30:42 
So yeah, lots of photos being one of the main things, and then Building Control sign-off and all the rest 
of it. Now, while you were mentioning that, I was thinking back to one case where a Passivhaus owner 
got in touch, saying their system that they used, which was a SIPs system. So they'd been living in this 
house for a number of years, and then suddenly the insurer said, "I'm not going to insure this." So what 
could have happened? Because he was obviously not best pleased. I'm assuming he found a solution. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  31:10 
Yeah, right, SIPs systems. So I would guess that this would be a polystyrene based SIPs system.  
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Ben Adam-Smith  31:17 
I don't think it was. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  31:19 
 Okay, right. So SIPs systems, for those who don't know, are a sandwich of possibly up to 10 
millimetres of a rigid foam type insulation with boards on either side, and they can be cut and 
assembled to make, slot together houses. Very, very convenient, very well insulated, obviously, but 
certainly all components combustible in most types that I've seen. And polystyrene is a popular choice 
for the infill of it. And actually, you can build quite large buildings in this as well. Now we need to bear in 
mind that the, if you like, the categories of construction for insurance, are very crude. They're very 
broad brushes. There are six categories, and all they describe is the percentage of combustible 
material in that building. And so you can imagine a SIPs building coming out at almost 100% 
combustible material. And depending on what the driving forces are for the insurer, they may have 
decided that they don't want it anymore.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  32:22 
And this is one of the things that's coming out of this discussion, I guess. Insurers, they've got a great 
deal of knowledge, but when you're trying to build a business, you need simple rule sets, you know, 
things like EML, it's a single number, things like the categories of construction, you know, just six 
categories, and it becomes quite specialist as soon as you need to go into immense detail on a 
building, how a building is put together, to enter into conversation with the insurer. It becomes quite 
specialist very quickly. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  32:51 
Now I probably should have asked this question a lot earlier on, but can you have a building that's not 
insured? Is there a problem there? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  32:58 
Yes, insurance is an entirely voluntary thing. It's not like car insurance, so it's entirely up to yourself. 
There are some areas of business which might operate in an uninsured fashion, just because it's too 
difficult. And I believe there are probably some areas of the waste industry, such as the prevalence of 
fires there, that maybe some of them operate without insurance because it's just too difficult to get. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  33:22 
Earlier in the conversation, you mentioned that there might be some limitations and exclusions in 
policies, and it's always the small print that you've got to look at. So what might these sorts of things 
be? Just so we can be aware of them. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  33:35 
So when you're talking about specialist buildings, they can be fine to design and fine to put together. 
But if the repairability of that building hasn't been considered or repairability, by its very nature, is in the 
early days of understanding, as tough it's of kind of low pedigree. You could imagine a situation where 
the insurer might put certain caveats on how they put the building right afterwards. Maybe, if you talk 
about a substantial three-dimensional timber structure, or a module even. Maybe a single module burns 
out of a self-supporting modular building, that might be immensely difficult to repair. To put it back like 
for like, which is what insurance normally does, might be A) impossible, or might be B) just way too 
expensive to even consider. So we could imagine a situation where there are pre-agreements as to 
how we're going to put it back together again. Now, if they're not confident they can do that, then 
maybe they'll say, "Well, I know it's all built out of timber, and you're very proud of its timber credentials, 



 

10	

but I'm going to be allowed to use Meccano to basically put it back together again, some steel struts 
and bring the structural element back that way." They may commit to dressing it up so it looks the 
same, but what's underneath might not be the same. You could take it a bit further, because often a lot 
of the costs might be recovering the aesthetic as well. You know, the beauty of having plastered 
surfaces and plasterboard is you can cover up all sorts of evils and make it look nice again afterwards. 
But if you've got to bring back the beauty of timber in full, that might be immensely costly. So maybe 
after a fire it's suddenly a boarded out one. It's these sort of pre-agreements.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  35:20 
There is another one which is more interesting currently and much more general to the use of biophilic 
materials, and this is to do with damp and mould and the potential toxicity to the occupants in these 
sorts of environments. And that has been mooted as something that might be looked at. Obviously, 
we've seen a lot in the news, not to do with these types of buildings, but about black mould and 
people's health being affected. But certainly we have seen buildings where there may be a little bit of 
confusion between building out as sustainable materials and Passivhaus, where you've got a building 
which needs to have a good, healthy environment, but they button it up tight and don't do it quite right, 
so you can end up with immense humidities up in the loft, 100% humidity up in the loft space, wet 
surfaces, wet walls and mould forming. So I think that is something which is being born in mind 
currently also. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  36:23 
We haven't mentioned claims, and this might be a whole new conversation, but is there anything we 
need to know about the claim procedure? Will they always be willing to let us rebuild it exactly as we 
had it before? Or might they have something to say if we're trialling one of these new ways of doing 
things? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  36:41 
Well, insurers, they like to be able to insure, and they like to be able to put things right at the end of the 
day. If there are pre-existing conditions, then they obviously will apply, and as long as the insurance 
has been provided correctly. You know, the rebuild cost is something you declare. They're finding a lot 
of buildings are actually under-insured. I'm not too sure people really realise the full ramifications of 
that. If you under-insure in order to get cheaper insurance by maybe 50%. You know, if you under 
declare the rebuild value by 50%, then if you have a total loss, you will only receive 50% of the money 
to put the building back together again. So it is important to get the rebuild costs right in it.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  37:27 
In terms of claims, the value of claims with time is that insurer knowledge and confidence increases. 
The challenge for them at the moment is to correctly categorise the claim against the type of building, 
the system that failed, so that they can see what caused the problem in the first place and whether the 
method of construction contributed to the extent of the loss, and then by using this data, they can then 
form their view for underwriting purposes. And hopefully things get better for everyone as we go by. 
Insurers are now using AI to do this, to make sense and say, what's a good risk to insure and what's a 
bad one. And how do you make a bad one into a good one? 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  38:09 
And this is a loop, really, isn't it? You insure this building and then it goes around a full cycle. 
 
Dr. James Glockling  38:17 
Absolutely. And, you know, insurance isn't there to hedge against under researched construction 
methods. That should have all taken place in the laboratory. I'm not entirely sure that's what we're 
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seeing at the moment. As I say, there's a bravado certainly in trying to build the lowest carbon building 
possible, but until people take resilience seriously and recognise how low and almost meaningless 
compliance with Building Regulations is to courting the insurance that's necessary, I don't think we're 
going to see the level of improvement that's needed at this moment in time. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  38:59 
What would be a good way to close up the podcast? You can repeat something that we've already said, 
or maybe a final thought? 
 
Dr. James Glockling  39:07 
Well, I would point them in the direction the Mass Timber Insurance Playbook, because it discusses all 
of the issues which I've mentioned, quite pragmatically. And whilst, yes, I'll talk about big building stuff, 
actually, that book relates to everything. Yes, it's less of a problem as you reduce scale down 
substantially, but you'll have an appreciation of where the challenges lie, a better understanding of how 
insurance is actually provided. And I think that's where I see the most benefit when I'm having these 
discussions with people, it's describing things like Estimated Maximum Loss and why it's so meaningful 
to the insurer. And if you cannot give the insurer a reason for why the Estimated Maximum Loss, the 
EML, can be less than 100% it's always going to be difficult.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  40:00 
James, thank you very much.  
 
Dr. James Glockling  40:01 
Thank you very much, Ben. 
 
Ben Adam-Smith  40:04 
Head online to take a look at the show notes that accompany this session - 
houseplanninghelp.com/395. We've got a summary for you there of all the main learning points today, 
so you can go back through that. If you've got a comment or you'd like to ask a question, then we'll give 
you links for social media. Once again, houseplanninghelp.com/395.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  40:23 
So we're almost done for today. A couple of asks. If you're listening on a podcasting app, then please, if 
it gives you the opportunity, review us, that helps draw in others, and then we can share this 
information more widely, which is good.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  40:39 
And then the second thing is, if you've got a low energy project that you've just completed, perhaps 
you're an architecture practice, maybe you're a builder, or a self-builder, or an engineer who wants to 
talk about a project that you've been involved with, then video is a great medium, which we've used 
many times over the years here at House Planning Help but also for our private clients at Regen Media. 
And we'd love to stack up some more videos, get some more positive messages out there this year. So 
if you fancy having a video made for you, please get in touch - houseplanninghelp.com/video.  
 
Ben Adam-Smith  41:14 
That's it for today. Thank you so much for listening. The House Planning Help Podcast is produced by 
Regen Media - content that matters. 


