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Ben Adam-Smith 0:00

This is House Planning Help - episode 398. 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 the major roadblocks that may get in our
way. Coming up in this session, my guests are Janna and Seb Laan Lomas, we're going to be
hearing about their bio-based Passivhaus. Janna is the Founding Director and Designer at
Grain Architecture. Seb is an Associate and Passivhaus Designer at Architype. So loads of
professional experience between them, which is probably very useful, because this is an
ambitious house build.

Ben Adam-Smith 0:42

Before we delve into all the details, it's the return of a part-time feature on the podcast, and this
is where sustainable building breaks into the mainstream. We've spotted it! In the past we've
heard storylines on The Archers and in Silent Witness. Today, a proper documentary! I'm talking
about Guy Martin's House Without Bills. So this has been on my list to mention to you for a little
while. Well done Channel 4, firstly for commissioning the show, and secondly for exploring
retrofit and trying to bring it to a wider audience, because this is a tough nut to crack. There's a
lot going on here, and what you really want is people walking away with that message that this
is a holistic approach. You can't just do one aspect. It's a system going on here. So don't just
tackle the insulation. Look at the big picture. But | think they did a good job. All sorts of lovely
sections. My favourite part was actually going back to Guy's own house. He was slightly
nervous about this, understandably. What had he done? Mainly the gadgets. Yet we all like
embracing the solar PV, the heat pumps, so he'd done that bit. However, the fabric of the
building, this is where it gets interesting. Because, of course, if we take one of those specific
elements, the airtightness, how did he do there? And Gervase was on site doing a blower door
test, pressurising and depressurising the house. And you may have seen this before, when they
use a smoke gun to highlight where those gaps and cracks in the construction are. Well, this is
what happened with Guy.

Gervase Mangwana 2:09

So you can see the smoke on the outside there.

Guy Martin 2:14

Look at that. That's mad to look, yeah.

Shaun Dooley (voiceover) 2:14

It shows that Guy's closed windows aren't actually closed at all.



Gervase Mangwana 2:21

It's going all the way down the channel in the sash.

Guy Martin 2:24

Look at that. That's the heat that | paid for, just chucking it out the window. Hey, it breaks my
heart!

Shaun Dooley (voiceover) 2:31

Rather than heating his home, Guy is heating Lincolnshire.

Ben Adam-Smith 2:39

| love the dramatic voiceover as well. That's still on the Channel 4 website, on demand, Guy
Martin's House Without Bills.

Ben Adam-Smith 2:48

Let's get to our featured interview with Janna and Seb Laan Lomas. Perhaps world events and
the big picture can sometimes see like we're all travelling in the wrong direction, and it's easy to
despair. But what | love is looking for the good in the world and the inspiring people while all the
madness happens around us. So Janna and Seb definitely fit into this category, and everything
they've done here is about treading lightly on the planet, but also creating a fantastic home.
What's interesting is this has been a long-held dream of Janna's.

Janna Laan Lomas 3:20

| started to think about designing my own house when | was about six years old. So it's been an
ongoing thing throughout my life, of just designing it basically, and it becoming a dream that |
was determined to see through and make real. And 30 years later, here we are, which is really,
really surreal and exciting.

Ben Adam-Smith 3:40

And we'll come into some more details of how it might have changed over those years. Seb,
you're sitting alongside here, so how is all this for you, plugging into Janna's dream?

Seb Laan Lomas 3:50

Really, really easy. But genuinely it has been, I've never had any doubt about what it was going
to look or feel like. | always knew it was going to be amazing, and I've kind of been quite a silent
client, but Janna has also done a very good job of certain things I've felt very strongly about. So
| was the one who said it's got to be Passivhaus. That was the biggest challenge that then
Janna had to go back to her vision, her ideas, and then work out how that was going to mesh.

Janna Laan Lomas 4:19



How it changed the design. But yeah, | mean, when Seb and | started going out, what, 13 odd
years ago, | did show him the drawings of the house and said, I'm doing this one day. You
know, | come with the design.

Ben Adam-Smith 4:30

So that's quite unusual, though. You mentioned dreaming about this design for such a long
time, but a lot of architects always saying, well, it's got to be site first and then design. So why is
that not the case in your situation?

Janna Laan Lomas 4:43

Well, | do agree with the idea that things should respond to their site, but | suppose we found a
site, we were very fortunate to find a site that works for the design. It's also quite a traditional
looking house. It's not something that is particularly experimental in how it responds to a place.
So the house design is more a response to how | have considered the way | want to live, the
way | want light to hit certain things, or the size of spaces, the heights, the materials, the flow of
the house is something I've been really interested in throughout my whole life. That's my focus,
| suppose, is this design of getting it really efficient, but also feeling really connected, having
good visual lines through from places, and that was the driver, and that formed the house. And
then we've got the orientation and all that to think about but then we found a site which suits
that, and that's really, really lucky of us.

Ben Adam-Smith 5:43

So what did you need to search for when you were looking for a site? What was important in
that?

Janna Laan Lomas 5:50

Really to find a place which was south or nearly south facing for the garden, because that's a
major aspect. So we're southwest facing here. And we also are very lucky to have views to the
southwest, which, is huge plus, and then also to have access from the north or nearly the north
side, which would enable the entrance flow through, and to have enough space around the
house, and neighbours, to be in a nice rural location and somewhere we could afford, and we
ended up going in with my parents on the land and then dividing it so they've got a house next
door as well.

Ben Adam-Smith 6:31

So how did that side of things work? Was that easy to persuade them? Or were you both in it
together? Or Seb, how did you feel about this?!

Seb Laan Lomas 6:40

So it's been a really long thing in the making, and a number of years ago, actually pre-covid
ourselves, Janna's parents, Janna's brother's family, and Janna's brother's parents in laws, all
had a vision of being able to move together and co-locate and build our own resilience. And we
were looking at sites, and we were visiting places, and it all hinged on me actually getting a job



at Architype in Hereford, because | said: "That's the only place | want to work." And they were
like, "Well, if you get the job, we'll come join you."

Janna Laan Lomas 7:12

Otherwise, it was London, really. And everything near to London or commuting distance to
London is so expensive that this dream just wouldn't have been possible.

Seb Laan Lomas 7:19

So amazingly, | managed to get the job.

Janna Laan Lomas 7:22

Well done.

Seb Laan Lomas 7:22

And then Suzy and Bert were able to join us and come to this plot while we were looking at
plots together. But it had been such a long time in the making, and we wanted to have that tri-
generational benefit of us being there to look after our parents as they age, but also our
children are going to have a much closer relationship with them as they grow up, and them
having the relationship with the grandchildren.

Janna Laan Lomas 7:44

And free babysitting! Let's be honest.

Seb Laan Lomas 7:46

And so we all bought into that idea, and the idea that we all have different things that we bring
to the community, both within our red line, but also more broadly, with our neighbours. Where
we used to live in Godalming, we had an amazing experience during covid. We lived on the
longest cul-de-sac in the UK, and we had this amazing, tight knit community, and that was the
first time, so special, yeah, and we were looking for that. But you never know when you move
somewhere, what's the community actually going to be like, and you never truly know until you
get there, yeah, but we did go door knocking with a box of mince pies as we were buying.

Janna Laan Lomas 8:21

When we put the offer in, yeah, because it was December or November, and yeah, we really
wanted to meet the neighbours, as important as the land, and the site, are the neighbours and
the community that you're moving into.

Seb Laan Lomas 8:33

And they were lovely. They were really excited about what we wanted to do here. So we told
them that we were going to be building, and they were excited by what we were going to be



doing with the site, because it was quite an unloved site, and given it has 11 neighbours, that's
11 bad relationships. So the idea of a new family coming in and regenerating this bit of land, all
of our neighbours were really positive and excited about it.

Janna Laan Lomas 8:54

Yeah, it's the one really good thing about moving into a house that the previous person was so
disliked by the community that, you know, we were a better option. So immediately we were
seen as a positive change.

Ben Adam-Smith 9:09

And the ethos of this is, | would say, in some ways, quite difficult to explain what you're doing,
because you're encompassing so many different aspects. So how do you describe it to people?

Janna Laan Lomas 9:20

Oh, that's a really difficult question, because, as you say, there are so many different aspects.
Seb brought in the Passivhaus element, which he mentioned. The design is something I've
been passionate about. But we also both are huge advocates for low carbon building using
sustainable and natural materials, and that's something that we both do for our work as well. So
how do we describe it? | don't know!

Seb Laan Lomas 9:44

A bio-based Passivhaus, tri-generational, local resilience piece.

Ben Adam-Smith 9:58

But it's when you start to untangle what that means that a lot of thought goes into it. So we're
sitting, we're planning. We've got our site now that we like. How do you think about it?

Janna Laan Lomas 10:11

For me, part of successful design is about joined up thinking, and that doesn't just mean in the
house itself, but also in the systems and the site and the land that it's part of. For example,
putting a permaculture hat on, you know, we were thinking about the vegetable garden.
Where's that going to be? The habitats that we're creating, the garden spaces that we're
making, the plants we want to grow, and chickens and an orchard and things like that. We've
got a lot more here than just a house and garden, and then how that feeds into the house, how
you've got all the aspects, particularly in terms of natural materials and habitat. And that both
means that as we're designing we're creating habitats in the roof space, for example, we've
made it so that a third of the roof is given over to habitat for birds and bats to access, rather
than blocking it off.

Ben Adam-Smith 11:03



I've got to jump in here because | know nothing about this. So we are in the house at the
moment. And has that worked?

Janna Laan Lomas 11:10

Yeah.

Ben Adam-Smith 11:12

Well, brilliant. So tell me, how has that worked? How do they know? Oh, yeah, I'm coming in
here.

Janna Laan Lomas 11:17

Well, actually, yeah, it's early days still, but we have seen many birds investigating the roof
space, and particularly blue tits and the great tits and the long tail tits, wagtails, we've seen.

Seb Laan Lomas 11:26

We had swallows and swifts in our first summer.

Janna Laan Lomas 11:27

We had swallows inside the house, actually, | left the window open, and they came in, so
they're checking it out at this point. And you can hear the blue tits tapping on the wood, testing
it, is it suitable for nesting, they can get into the eaves. So instead of having a closed soffit
where you board the underside of the roof overhang, we've left that open so you can actually
see the bottom of the slates and you can see the batons. We haven't got insect mesh until a
third of the way up the roof, so that means that that whole bottom third is completely accessible.
And yeah, that's a really important space for bats. We haven't seen bats move in yet, but we do
have a lot of bats in the area using the trees, so we're just hoping that they'll move into the roof
at some point.

Janna Laan Lomas 12:10

But yeah, that's a really big aspect of it for me, is to think about the biodiversity, the impact
you're having through the design, but also through the actual material extraction and resource
use, where the materials are coming from. Those industries impact biodiversity as well and
habitat. So | think that's also a really important aspect to consider. And then also the end of life
of all the materials. What happens after we've used them, after this house is no longer a
house? What happens to all the materials? Are they effectively entering the environment as
poison or as food? Quite simply, that's how it breaks down. We can obviously recycle and reuse
as much as possible, but ultimately, what's the end and how does that impact the world? And
we've just tried to make every decision as positive as possible.

Seb Laan Lomas 12:56



Janna has quite elegantly said that in 1000 years, either the house is still a house, or it's
completely biodegraded, and you've just got some screw pile heads sticking out of the ground.

Janna Laan Lomas 13:04

That you can take out of the ground.

Seb Laan Lomas 13:07

And reuse somewhere else.

Ben Adam-Smith 13:10

Yeah, they will have gone, the screw piles. If that has happened, someone will be using them
somewhere else. Reuse is a key thing that you've done here. So maybe you could explain,
describe the site and what was on it and how you looked at that.

Seb Laan Lomas 13:24

When we came here, there was a cottage further up the site, and we looked at the placement of
two homes, so one for my parents in laws and one for ourselves, and with the relationship of
the neighbours. And we were unable to avoid, unfortunately, needing to take down the cottage.

Janna Laan Lomas 13:42

We tried really hard to keep it.

Seb Laan Lomas 13:44

Yeah, unfortunately, it was beyond our control, ultimately. But what we were able to achieve
was that instead of it being demolished, it was deconstructed. So the demolition contractor
never turned up, and the main contractor took down the whole building, piece by piece.

Janna Laan Lomas 13:59

We took the slates off and we've reused them. Took the timbers out, cut them out carefully, well
as carefully as possible. And we've reused some. We are going to reuse a lot for decorative
things or furniture and things like that.

Seb Laan Lomas 14:12

We've taken out the windows, which we've been reusing for the solar panel array, and the
potting shed, taken out the gas boiler, which immediately went to our neighbour whose gas
boiler broke, and in exchange, we got an E-bike!

Ben Adam-Smith 14:26



You did a trade? Fantastic.

Seb Laan Lomas 14:27

And that's not the only one. So we reclaimed pavers from around the building, which we
swapped with a friend for quarry tiles, which we've now got in our bathroom. And we also
salvaged 50 double glazed windows from our neighbour, who's 50 metres away, which we're
going to use to make an orangery outside of the house. So we also had copper, which was
reclaimed furniture, the doors. We've got those ready to come back into the house. So we tried
to keep everything on site. So we used a marquee, a garden marquee, as a material store.

Janna Laan Lomas 14:32

Which we bought second hand.

Seb Laan Lomas 14:54

Which we bought second hand, had a fabulous party, and then used it as a material store. Then
the Herefordshire winter hit and completely destroyed it.

Janna Laan Lomas 15:08

The storms lifted it up, and then the snow weighed it down, and it was unfortunately no more,
but we have kept it as a useful space for storing all of these materials. It's an important part of
reuse, actually, especially if you're dismantling something on site and reusing those things you
need storage.

Seb Laan Lomas 15:28

Another circular win was Janna had a client who had just bought a house that unfortunately
was structurally condemned, and they had two weeks before the demolition contractor turned
up, and they said to us, you've got two weeks to take out whatever you can, whatever you want,
is yours. So we spent the next two weekends in the blistering heat, taking everything out we
could. So we've got glass fire doors. We've got timber flooring, which is the flooring that we're
stood on at the moment, all the bathroom fittings that we need for the whole house.

Janna Laan Lomas 15:56

We've got three full bathroom suites that were practically new. | mean, these bathrooms are
only about, | don't know, six years old or something. So yeah, that was a big win.

Seb Laan Lomas 16:04

And that was a win because we were able to join up the dots. But the tragic reality is that the
majority of times, that whole house would have just been completely bulldozed and sent to a
yard, which is, you know, that's the business as usual, which is really frustrating, and it actually
happened to a building just down the road from us here, and | really wish that planners, that



there was more planning control that if a building does have to come down for unavoidable
reasons, let's take it apart. Let's reuse it rather than allowing people to demolish buildings.

Janna Laan Lomas 16:32

At least give people the opportunity to reuse those materials, because there is a lot of value in
those materials. | mean, some of the old oak parts from the cottage are pieces of beautiful
wood that you just couldn't buy now. It's old oak, which was grown a couple of 100 years ago,
and it's just so lovely. I'm really glad we've got it, because the value of that is probably equal to
the extra cost it takes, the extra time it takes to dismantle it rather than bulldoze it.

Ben Adam-Smith 16:59

Because time, that is another key thing, isn't it, that normally, business as usual means I'm
looking at my watch. There's a quicker way of doing this. Let's just put it in landfill. So time,
storage. Any other tips for reuse?

Janna Laan Lomas 17:14

Keep an eye out.

Ben Adam-Smith 17:16

Keep an eye out where?

Janna Laan Lomas 17:17

Well, there's a lot going on in your area, probably, like neighbours. | think the fact that we
became quite close with the community straight away, we got involved in all the events. You
know, we've spent a lot of time. We had this big party in the marquee. We invited all the
neighbours to that. So that was a really nice way of becoming friendly. And that community
means that you can exchange things, and the sofa we're sitting on came from a neighbour,
among many other things. So yeah, it's all about connections, | guess, and talking to people.

Ben Adam-Smith 17:51

And having a plan, or can that just go back to storage for a while until we have a plan?

Janna Laan Lomas 17:56

| think it's always useful to have a plan, but | also think it's always useful to be able to adapt
your plan and to therefore know what you're looking for, but to be able to change things a little
bit to suit what you actually find, because it's probably slightly different.

Seb Laan Lomas 18:10

| mean, it's a perennial industry challenge that there's always a gap between when you have
the material to reuse it and when you're actually ready to reuse it. So storage solutions - critical.



Garden marquees - bad solution, but a good Polytunnel.

Janna Laan Lomas 18:24

Polytunnel worked well.

Seb Laan Lomas 18:25

That works well. So we've now moved the precious bits of wood into the Polytunnel, and that's
absolutely fine. So | would suggest go straight for the Polytunnel. Also, if you buy a site, a
Polytunnel, you can put it up in a week, and then you've got a dry space to be on site drinking a
cup of tea whilst you work out what else you're going to do.

Ben Adam-Smith 18:42

Can you describe your design then, and what was on the brief at the beginning that meant that
this design fulfilled your life going forward?

Janna Laan Lomas 18:51

Yeah. Okay, so the design is inspired by the kind of work, a combination of the English country
house and a French country house. There's a little bit of French in it. It's symmetrical, ish, it's
got to lean-to on one side. And part of that was for me about having a balanced house to look at
so it doesn't feel lopsided. And then also, coming in, you've got all the services on the north
side. You've got the utility, bathroom, plant room, staircase quite central, to make the most
efficient use of space upstairs. And then a snug is tucked in behind that. And then you go
through into a large open plan space with kitchen, dining and sitting room. And that's something
that we have these big sweet chestnut beams along the division lines of. So it's like three bays,
really. So you could divide the space up, and it would work. But you've also got the opportunity
to have a big open space, which we really wanted. | really like being, you know, in a larger
space, being able to feel connected to everybody, to have a good party, it's a really nice thing,
but then also to have the views out through windows, but also through the internal doors into
other rooms. So for example, | can stand in the kitchen and see all the way through to the
playroom. | can also see through the door and then through the window of the pantry out to the
driveway to see who's arriving. | can also see from the window the other side of the kitchen all
the way through and out the window the other end of the house. And that's bringing in morning
light, which is where our breakfast things are, and the evening light the other side, which is
where our evening sitting space is. So there are those kinds of things which bring you around
the house and connect it all.

Janna Laan Lomas 20:44

And then, yeah, upstairs, we've got three bedrooms, and then we've also got a loft space, and
that's going to provide extra storage space and potentially a spare bedroom one day as well.
But yeah, three comfortable bedrooms, two bathrooms upstairs, and we've got a playroom that,
as | say, like a lean-to on the side as well, which is a lovely extra. We almost didn't have that,
and we thought, we'll do that one day when we've got more money and we were persuaded to
go for it now. And then, well, now we haven't got any money left!



Ben Adam-Smith 21:16

The joy, yes, that's another consideration, though, isn't it? When you're trying to get so many
things right, but you've got to play the balancing game (in terms of finance), haven't you, of
what is important. But we have a finished building which is good!

Janna Laan Lomas 21:31

Nearly.

Seb Laan Lomas 21:32

And on that Ben, so our builders scoped up to the airtightness layer and first fix, and then they
gave the site to us. So this was one of the ways of firstly taking down the construction cost, or
rather the construction sum, but also there were certain things we knew we wanted to be able
to do ourselves. So it had that perfectly imperfect, handmade finish that would be exceptionally
challenging to communicate to certain builders. And we wanted to use materials that we knew
that certain builders might not be happy to even use, like the garden clay plaster. So for our
house that was the 'finished building', that airtightness layer in the first fix, and then Janna and |
and over 100 volunteers have been helping us with the plaster that you can see, we have these
plastering parties most weekends. People come so architectural students, teachers, Forestry
Commission, homeowners, builders, self-builders, electricians...

Janna Laan Lomas 22:30

Some plasterers actually, who just want to try out clay.

Ben Adam-Smith 22:33

How have you organised that? How has it happened?

Janna Laan Lomas 22:36

Through networks, again, talking to people. | think it's really important to be connected, and
we've got good connections within the industry, because we're both involved in volunteering
within the industry. Architects Climate Action Network, ACAN, a shameless plug for them, and
also, yeah, through networks from where we studied and where we work. And we use social
media as well, of course, to just put posts out about opportunities to come and have a go, come
and try it, and we've been very keen to let people come and have a play with clay without the
pressure of it being perfect. So as Seb said, perfectly imperfect is what we actually want. We
don't want it to look perfectly flat. You can see the texture of the walls is handmade, and that's
exactly what we want. So it's enabled that, that inclusion of people who have never tried it
before, and you get some people who are very good, and some people who are not very good.

Ben Adam-Smith 23:33

Good at talking or making cups of teal!



Janna Laan Lomas 23:36

Some people are really good, but really slow, and other people are really, really fast but overall
it's been an amazing thing, which has saved us a lot of money as well. So we reckon... Well,
the plastering itself, | think we were quoted originally was in the order of £10,000 for the labour
and another £10,000 for the materials. So, we have spent, | think, £300.

Seb Laan Lomas 24:01

Plus all the extra food that we bought.

Janna Laan Lomas 24:03

Plus the food.

Seb Laan Lomas 24:03

As big shots, we always kind of like do bed and board, so all the volunteers have really good
meals and...

Seb Laan Lomas 24:04

We had camping in the summer.

Seb Laan Lomas 24:11

Board games in the evenings. So it's a right old social affair.

Janna Laan Lomas 24:14

Yeah, it's lovely. Yeah, it's been really fun, really, really fun, and also absolutely crucial for
bringing some more enthusiasm to the site, which, at times, runs low, I'm not gonna lie. It's a lot
of work, and you get fresh people in every couple of weeks. It's just brings life back in.

Ben Adam-Smith 24:33

So this is ongoing at this stage that you need to do this a lot, or you pace yourself for when
you're ready for one of these. How is it working?

Janna Laan Lomas 24:41

Yeah, yeah. Come anytime.

Seb Laan Lomas 24:43

What are you doing this afternoon, Ben?!



Janna Laan Lomas 24:47

We still have a lot to go, and we still have people coming all the time. So we were going to have
someone at the weekend just gone, but there was flooding, so they couldn't get here. We've got
more volunteers arriving tomorrow. We've got more in a couple of weeks time. So there's
always people coming.

Ben Adam-Smith 25:03

Wow, fantastic. So maybe just describe where we're up to at this stage, just so we have an
idea, and then we're going to rewind back to some more design stuff.

Seb Laan Lomas 25:11

So at the moment, the ground floor is pretty close to having everything ready for Building
Control sign-off. So the only thing that we've really got to do is put in some fire doors which
separate the main living space from the entrance, and then everything is pretty much there. So
the kitchen is now fully installed. We've had a dishwasher for the first time in over three years?

Janna Laan Lomas 25:35

More, | think.

Seb Laan Lomas 25:36

And a washing machine for the first time in two years, which has just been phenomenal, and it's
starting to feel like home. We look around and surfaces are finished, lights, we no longer exist
under construction site lamps. So we're actually seeing the plaster in the right colour for the first
time, because site lamps are really cold white, and these are a warm white. So we're actually
seeing the space and enjoying it a lot more, and also like artistically lit, you know, in the little
corners with soft, dim lights, as opposed to just garish strings of site lamps. Upstairs is a
different matter. So Carwyn Jones has just finished installing our amazing staircase that he's
crafted for us out of oak, which is a podcast in its own right.

Janna Laan Lomas 26:19

It's a work of art. We love it.

Seb Laan Lomas 26:21

And when you get to the top of there, you're on the first floor, and that is very much a
construction site, so we've got a lot of plastering to do there. All the fittings for the bathrooms
needs to go in.

Seb Laan Lomas 26:30

They are currently sitting outside in the garden, the bathrooms!



Seb Laan Lomas 26:35

It's like a dog bath.

Janna Laan Lomas 26:36

Yeah.

Ben Adam-Smith 26:36

Janna, I've got to ask about the staircase, because it is beautiful. But when we're considering
budgets and things, is that an expensive staircase? It certainly looks it.

Janna Laan Lomas 26:45

| think we got a good deal, actually. Yeah, it is quite expensive. | mean, that was a little over
£20,000 which is a lot for a staircase. But | think that's another thing that we've been quite
conscious about where we put our money because we have been really keen to put our money
into the building fabric and the building performance. And that means all the things which are
permanent to the building and which enable it to work and function really well. The finishes on
the inside are less critical. And so, we have chosen to spend less money on them. They're
things we can change later. The bathrooms, you know, we appreciate that not everyone wants a
second hand toilet, but we don't really mind that much, and it's something we can always
change later. And the same with the furniture, the same with all sorts of fittings. So yeah, using
lots of reclaimed materials and cheaper materials has been great for finishes like that. But the
staircase, we thought, well, that's actually something we want to be a permanent part of the
building. So it's worth getting it right. And also it's something I've thought about for a long, long
time.

Ben Adam-Smith 27:53

Is this part of the original design, then, going back decades?

Janna Laan Lomas 27:56

It was actually, pretty much. | mean, | used to want a stone house, and so it would be a stone
staircase, one of these ones that you'd see in an old Georgian house sort of almost floating and
sweeping round. And | just thought they're so elegant, so lovely. And then, of course, we
learned more about building physics and materials and the fact that actually timber is a really
good material to build with rather than stone. We've got enough thermal mass with the clay
plaster inside. So, yeah, we've got timber instead of stone for the stair, and that meant it's a
slightly different way of building it, because part of the way that that type of stone staircase
works is the weight of the stone and the fact that it doesn't really move, stone doesn't move in
the way that wood does. So there is a lot more complexity in doing it out of oak. And I'm really
sorry, Carwyn, who built it. He rose to the challenge.

Seb Laan Lomas 28:55



He did. And | asked him afterwards, | mean, did it break you or do you look forward to doing it
again? And he's like, | can't wait.

Janna Laan Lomas 29:05

Oh, really, he said that?

Seb Laan Lomas 29:05

Yeah he said he can't wait. And | think that's a sign of like a true craftsman. You rise to the
challenge, you overcome the incredible complexities of it. And he can't wait to do it again.

Janna Laan Lomas 29:10

| think, yeah, it was a really enjoyable challenge. We spent a lot of time with him working things
out. He would always ask, Can | use a bit of metal here and glue here? And I'm like, no, no, you
can't. It has to be solid oak. Yes, it has to be the biggest bits of oak you can find. It has to be as
pure as can be. So yeah, it's really trying to work on the same basis as those stone stairs where
the weight is transferred down through each tread to the bottom tread, and the curve of it, the
inside curve, and the fact that it's contained around the outside, mean that that shape holds it
really rigid. Obviously, the challenges with oak is that it shrinks. So with each tread shrinking
only a little bit, you actually end up with quite a lot of potential height difference at the top. So he
ended up having to put little dowels in between each tread in a more... What type of wood was
it that we used?

Seb Laan Lomas 29:57

It's Sapele, it's a hardwood, and these are 130mm long dowels. | mean, they have huge
dowels, but the way that they are placed is such that they create a common datum for each
tread, so the tread, the top and bottom, can move with moisture and expansion and contraction,
but the overall height of the whole staircase won't change, which is an amazing solution he
came up to the problem with, but | think that was a really nice example of working with a
craftsman to come up with the solution, and trusting them to find the right way through it and
not completely prescribing to the builder, this is what we want, this is how you do it.

Seb Laan Lomas 30:40

And | was thinking back to a question you asked earlier about early design stages, or how do
you design? How do you start designing the building? And something | really enjoyed about
Janna's approach was she didn't want to decide at that point how it was actually going to be
built, like, what material was the house going to be built from? So she just allowed a really nice,
wide wall build-up, knowing that it was going to be natural materials. So allow a good zone, but
then speak to a whole range of different builders and ask them, How would you build it? What
would be your approach? What do you think is the best material to build this house in this
location? And so we looked at all sorts of things, like we looked at EcoCocon, and there was an
interesting site logistic challenge on our site. We've got a really tight right hander coming into
the site, which meant you can't get a large wheelbase lorry onto the site, which means certain
deliveries just wouldn't work, and we'd have to have a crane, and we wouldn't be able to get the
crane on site. So that solution didn't work out. So then we looked at straw bale construction.



Then we looked at different timber frame constructions, and then we ended up with a builder
who had a kind of in-house developed timber modular panelised system, which is a Larsen
truss system, so two bits of timber, and then it's held together with plywood gussets and then
fully filled with Warmcel insulation, airtightness line on the inside, which is basically how
Architype does all of its buildings. So it's really nice to then follow exactly the same
methodology for our house.

Ben Adam-Smith 32:05

And how did you find this builder? Was that also with connections from Architype?

Seb Laan Lomas 32:10

Effectively yes. So we were speaking to various people, and a local architect suggested a local
builder that we hadn't heard of, but they had a good working relationship with and so we met
with them. | think why we felt it could work, is that they were young enough that they were open
to ideas and being challenged, and they knew that there's always scope to be more
sustainable. And they were open to those ideas, but they were old enough that they had
delivered enough buildings that gave us confidence that they would be able to do a good job.
And it was that sweet spot. We spoke to more developed builders who had been in the game
longer, and they were less open to Janna's very progressive ideas about using alternative
materials and so, so that's how we ended up picking that contractor.

Janna Laan Lomas 32:56

| think it's also worth saying that our situation was made slightly more complex being in the
project with my parents, because we were choosing one main contractor for both houses, and
they built both houses at the same time, and the things going on in our personal lives with my
parents, so they have some health issues, which meant that they really wanted to, you know,
they'd committed to come along and do this build, but they really wanted it over quite quickly.
They didn't want it to drag on for years, and so they wanted a builder that would build it quickly.
So prefab panels were actually a really attractive option. And the same for us. We're hoping to
adopt some children, and that's put the pressure on, because we want to get on with that,
whereas if we were having biological children, we can live in a building site and do that. So
we're kind of also keen to get things done more quickly. And | think if we didn't have that time
pressure, we might have considered more of the self build option with straw bales or something
else. But those considerations made the prefab option much more attractive and just ultimately,
it was the only thing that really made it viable, because we needed my parents to be on board
to make it financially viable for us.

Seb Laan Lomas 34:08

With that, you did also get certain benefits. So certain costs for site attendants, things on site,
hiring certain bits of plant material, you get the benefit that you're halving that with your other
clients. So there is a financial benefit to also using the same contractor for two homes. And it
meant, programmatically, they could move from one house to the other house. If there was
something that came up that meant that our house couldn't progress because the windows
hadn't arrived or whatever, they could pivot back to the other house.



Ben Adam-Smith 34:32

And where is your parents' house on the ecological scale then? Because if you've got your
builder doing all this fantastic stuff for you, do you just copy it across?

Janna Laan Lomas 34:45

Pretty much. But they haven't quite gone as far. So they've gone to near Passive House
standard. They haven't gone for certification, which has meant that they've cut a few corners,
which we haven't. And | think that speaks for the certification process and the fact that keeps
you on track. They reduced, for example, the wood fibreboard externally on some parts, they
have slightly more of a thermal bridge around the ground beam. Things like that. But ultimately,
yes, they've gone for the same construction type, | think, nearly the same thickness of walls and
roof and floor, but not quite. And the form factor, | think, is not quite as good as ours, but that's
led by their design brief and what they wanted.

Seb Laan Lomas 35:29

Interestingly, so for example, because they didn't have to do the thermal bridging analysis, they
ended up using joist hangers, which we couldn't use on ours because of the thermal bridging.
And so our joists sat on top of the glulam beam. So we don't have the metal of every single joist
hanger, whereas they've got the embodied carbon of every single joist hanger, which also took
three times longer to do the ground floor, because they have to be hand hammered in. So
there's a programme and embodied carbon impact, which was higher from the non Passivhaus
building, which | think was really interesting, and it cost more.

Janna Laan Lomas 35:52

| was just really keen not to use joist hangers. So, yeah, we went for the timber, the floor joists
on top of the beams for that reason, | think.

Ben Adam-Smith 36:12

Well, this sounds like a perfect opportunity to point out a couple of things. First of all, you're
trying to minimise plastics on this build, which is a major one, and you know, slightly conflicts
with Passivhaus sometimes, and then embodied carbon things like ducting and what have you.
And also what you've got underneath you, your foundations. How did you sort all of this out in
your mind?

Janna Laan Lomas 36:37

Good question. | think the foundations and floor construction is actually the biggest difference
for most builders, you know, that everyone's used to putting concrete everywhere. That's
something we said we're not having any concrete on site, not poured concrete. We have
reclaimed slabs and things like that, but no poured concrete. So that set out the foundations
being a bit different. We looked at other options, like rubble trenches, for example, which are
also very good. The positive about the ground screws that we've gone for are that they're quick
to install when they don't require so much digging. And that's something we were already doing
a fair bit of digging in, just levelling the ground to prepare for the house. But yeah, that was a
positive one.



Seb Laan Lomas 37:21

They were also 70% lower embodied carbon than a concrete slab and strip, and they are fully
reusable and recyclable at the end of their life. There's an example of a mansion in Chelsea
that was made in 1906 and in 2000 they lifted out the sheet piling and reused the sheet piling
immediately, again as sheet piling. It's completely doable. And the company who put these
screw piles in, they have done it for festivals where they put them in, take it out, take it to the
next festival. The main contractor had never used them before, but was up for the challenge,
and afterwards, they said it was faster and easier. And they have then since taken other
projects of theirs, which were concrete, and flipped them to screw pile solutions, which | think is
an amazing success outcome of that journey.

Ben Adam-Smith 38:04

How does it compare on cost?

Janna Laan Lomas 38:06

Cheaper than concrete.

Ben Adam-Smith 38:08

Oh really. Goodness. So, yeah, you do wonder why more people don't do that? What about, is it
a moisture thing? Do people get worried that you've got to treat your structure differently?

Janna Laan Lomas 38:20

Well, so we've got timber everywhere, which means that our floor is timber, and that means it's
raised above the ground, so we've got air flow underneath it, and, yeah, it's lifted off the ground
away from moisture. That means we have to resolve the challenge of a new build house, having
level access to the front door whilst also having quite a deep floor build-up and having it raised
above ground. So we've got the level difference there to make up. Thankfully, on our site, we're
very fortunate that our site has level change that means we can, we've effectively dropped the
level by a metre where the house footprint is, and on the front door that gives pretty much
perfect level access. And at the back, where the ground then drops away, we've then got steps
down to the garden. So yeah, there's that consideration. For my parents' house, theirs is much
more level, the ground that it's on. So although it's lifted off the ground in the same way that
ours is, they then have to have a ramp up to their front door, which is a timber and brick
structure that we don't have.

Seb Laan Lomas 39:27

I'd also say on the moisture front, whilst we know that these design principles are going to work,
we have installed a whole range of moisture sensors throughout the whole building, and so they
wirelessly transmit data from wherever they've been installed, of the moisture content and of
every bit of wood they're screwed into, as well as the temperature and the relative humidity at
the sensor. So we've got them in the floor construction, we've got them throughout the wall
construction, we've got them in the roof, and we've got some on some of the internal walls, and



that's been giving us data from early on during the construction process, when the timber frame
was just up, we had them in. And we've got the whole moisture journey from then through the
storms, when it was getting very saturated, and we've seen everything now tail off. So
everything's at about 14, 15%, very, very stable. So from a moisture perspective, that journey
was done so we could generate the data to communicate and reassure everyone that this is
absolutely a safe and resilient way to use natural materials. But also the data, because it's
capturing the thermal data, it's also showing us the behaviour of the breathable wall
construction. So we can see the daily absorption and desorption of moisture on the outside of
the building and then on the inside of the house, complete stability, which is that passive fabric
working really hard to just keep things comfortable, which is, yeah, again, lovely to have the
data to be able to show and illustrate to people.

Janna Laan Lomas 40:48

And another reason why we ended up using clay plaster is also for its moisture regulation, or
humidity regulation properties. It's really, really good at absorbing and desorbing excess
humidity. So it keeps a really nice, stable environment. It feels lovely. It's got a bit of thermal
mass, and also it's quite thick in places, so it's also giving a little bit more temperature stability
in that sense.

Ben Adam-Smith 41:15

And the acoustic, | think the acoustics are amazing.

Janna Laan Lomas 41:17

Yeah.

Ben Adam-Smith 41:18

Just going back to digging into the ground. So we've got this site that's got the eight metre drop
from one corner as it goes down. Have you removed any spoil from site?

Janna Laan Lomas 41:27

I'm glad you asked. No, we haven't.

Ben Adam-Smith 41:30

Well, | think you've done a fantastic job. | was saying this to Seb earlier that | can't really see
where it's gone. So you've trained yourself in digger driving. Is that correct?

Janna Laan Lomas 41:39

Certainly have. But no, it's actually been really interesting to see the combination of
groundworks and clay plastering, and how those two things are very aligned. Because when
you're digging a big hole, you know, we're very fortunate here to have such lovely clay. And
because we have very little topsoil on the site, there was nothing here for, | don't know, 50



years, except cut grass, which is not very good for biodiversity, not very good for soil. So
another part of what we've been doing is regenerating the soil. But what it does mean is, when
we dig a hole, we don't have a dig very deep before we find really pure clay, and that's made it
very, very easy to use that in the building. So yeah, a lot of the digging we've done has moved
soil away from or clay away from under the building, to level it, and then created level garden
space. But also a lot of it's gone into the building, and we've also got some clay under the
floorboards, in the middle section, under the south facing windows, so that's going to help bring
some thermal mass where the sun hits the floor, so that will absorb some solar gain in the
winter. And then we're also planning on making our own unfired bricks from the clay and using
that as a feature wall inside, which, again, will bring in some thermal mass. So yeah, some
really nice ways of using up the soil, or the spoil, as it's called by builders, instead of paying, |
think we were quoted £8000 to get rid of it, to take it off site, which is just bananas to me,
because then you pay in another £10,000 to buy in plaster.

Ben Adam-Smith 43:14

Yeah, it's very like that. And we've just created a new flower bed, and have brought in some
topsoil. So it's this mad business of yeah exit and bring it all back again. What about some of
these other Passivhaus things? I'm assuming windows might be one of them. Are there other
more important considerations, first, for embodied carbon?

Janna Laan Lomas 43:33

Yes. So actually, your previous question about plastics as well, because the windows is a key
point, and also the ducting and MVHR. Obviously, those things need to be a certain standard.
We did manage to find timber windows that were complete solid timber, almost no aluminium.
There's just a tiny little drip on the bottom. So they're not aluminium clad, they're just pure
timber windows. They're triple glazed, high performance, and that's great, because there's not
that many companies that do that, but that was a really important factor, that we're not using
plastics unnecessarily. We're not using aluminium, which is very high embodied carbon, one of
the highest for metals. So that was a really important factor. And the other thing with the MVHR
as well, that's part of the services of the building that we can't really swap out materials wise, so
we had to accept, okay, this is going to be an element of plastic and metal. | can't get around
that. But everything else, we've been able to pretty much design out the plastic and metal as
much as possible, apart from four fixings, although we did avoid some joist hangers, which was
nice, but there are obviously metal fixings. There are plastic washers. There are plastics in the
ducting. There is an airtight layer, which is a very thin plastic film, but it is plastic, and there is
tape, quite a bit of tape. But | think actually, this whole process has opened my eyes to the
quantity of plastic in the packaging of everything else, which includes the natural materials that
we've so carefully chosen. There's a tremendous amount of plastic packaging, which has been
really quite disheartening at times, you know, several skips worth of just packaging, which when
we've tried so hard to minimise waste and minimise plastic in the build, and there's far more
plastic that went in the skip than there is that's gone in the house.

Ben Adam-Smith 45:25

Yeah, that's just madness, isn't it? Because | know you've tried hard to get rid of membranes as
well, haven't you? So how is it shaping up for airtightness?



Seb Laan Lomas 45:33

The parents in laws got tested first, and they achieved 0.34 (ACH at 50 Pascals). And so of
course, it was a big moment. Well, is the Passivhaus building going to do better or worse than
that? Because if the builders have managed to make the non certified building more airtight,
then questions were going to be asked. So they achieved 0.28 (ACH at 50 Pascals) on this
house. And interestingly, it's the first time that the contractor had ever been contractually held to
an airtightness target. So they had delivered to 0.6 many times, and that gave us the
confidence that they could do it but it had never been a contractual requirement. So even they
were double-checking things, going round, and on the day of the airtightness test, which PYC
did, | was inside with the thermographic camera.

Janna Laan Lomas 46:14

Areally good idea, that.

Seb Laan Lomas 46:15

Really good idea, because you can see the cold air infiltration when they are depressurising the
inside, you could see that the door frames weren't quite closed, even though they were visually
closed, you could see the cold air rippling round the frame, so that was a snagging item. Also,
we found there's a few bits where we've got membrane between the storey heights of the
building, and there was a dark blue spot on one of the membranes, and you couldn't see it, but
there was a nail hole that had been made in this membrane. The visual inspection, it had
passed, but the thermographic camera pointed it out like a star in the night sky. So a really good
step to have done. And it also kind of flags little things about the window framing, about thermal
conductivity. So you can get them for £250 on eBay second hand, get yourself a thermographic
camera.

Ben Adam-Smith 46:59

And you can probably sell it back afterwards, once you've got your use out of it.

Janna Laan Lomas 47:02

You probably could but if you get into all the data like Seb has, then | don't think you'll ever be
getting rid of it.

Seb Laan Lomas 47:09

No.

Janna Laan Lomas 47:09

Lots of little gadgets that we've now got, like CO2 monitors and things like that, which become
part of our life to check and see how it's doing. What's the CO2 level today? | happen to know
that it was 1400 this morning, and now it's about 600.



Ben Adam-Smith 47:24

And we must mention where you've been staying for the last couple of years in contrast. Are
you doing any monitoring of your little shack?!

Seb Laan Lomas 47:29

Yeah, it's a little shack, yeah, the little blue cabin where we've been living for the last two years.
So this was the solution to allow us to move to site immediately throughout the whole
construction sequence. Some people caravan, you know, some people build something. We
have three garden sheds on site, which we relocated together. We insulated with wood fibre
board, 60mm all the way around. We then use it as a test for Janna's garden clay plaster to
make sure that that was going to work and look nice and feel and see how crack resilient it's
been, which is really good.

Seb Laan Lomas 47:52

See how good | am at plastering as well.

Seb Laan Lomas 47:54

It was a precondition of mine. | said, look, okay, Janna if you're going to take on the plastering
package, | would really like to see what it could feel like before we commit to this. And | was
super impressed. People say plastering is one of the things you just pay the professional to do.
But | absolutely love the quality of the plastering that we've got. Janna's done an amazing job.
And actually there was a really nice discovery. So when we were building the cabin, we were
cutting the wood fibre board for the cabin, and the dust of the wood fibre board, Janna was
experimenting with using different additives to the clay plaster to get different properties. | think
you even tried some of the dog's hair at one point.

Janna Laan Lomas 48:38

| think | probably did. Yeah, you always have in clay plaster you always have clay, sand and
fibre. So there are lots of different types of fibres that you can use. And yeah, traditionally,
people would use horse hair, or you can use flax fibres or chopped straw, which we've tried as
well. But yeah, this wood fibre board dust from the cuttings it made a fantastic fibre, really, really
nice and fine and it was waste, so we got to reuse something, and it made a beautiful, very
crack-resilient plaster.

Seb Laan Lomas 49:14

So we were in that for two years, one year of which | was recovering from spinal surgery. So we
had Bed Shed which was just a double bed and an armchair, Living Shed which was the
kitchen from the old cottage, which we reconstructed in there.

Janna Laan Lomas 49:28

I'd like to add also, for that first year, we didn't have running water in there. Literally, | had to go
down the hill and fill up from an outside tap, a little container of water for the day, every



morning.

Ben Adam-Smith 49:39

How are the energy levels? This is a proper adventure you've been on. We're talking a couple
of years now. So how are you feeling?

Janna Laan Lomas 49:48

Oh, overall, amazingly excited by this beautiful space. And | can't believe it's ours. It feels so
nice. It's really comfortable. We haven't even got heating on yet, and it's so warm, it's like
constantly 19, 20 degrees in here, without any heating or MVHR on. And that's just so lovely.
Obviously, there are some bad days as well, when we're feeling quite overwhelmed with how
much there is to do. There is always a lot to do.

Ben Adam-Smith 50:19

So how do you keep yourself in a positive frame of mind at that point, or is it just, you know, |
get the impression you're doing a lot. So give me an example of some of the things that you've
done over the course of the last few months.

Seb Laan Lomas 50:33

Well, from a resilience perspective, | would say our partnership has been invaluable in this. |
mean, people always joked, well, you're going to get to know your partner really well if you live
in a shed for two years. And we have got to know each other a lot more through this journey.
And we had already been together for 10 years before we started this journey, but we've
learned a lot more about what triggers each other, how to read each other, how to speak about
our own emotions, so that we're able to vocalise when I'm having a bad day. I'm struggling. I'm
finding this really hard, and I'm low. And I've learned through this whole journey about being
more empathetic, and I'm a kind of a fixer. So if someone tells me that they're not well, I'm like,
well, have you tried this and that and that? And Janna's made me realise, actually, sometimes
you just need to be heard. | don't need to be told the solution.

Ben Adam-Smith 51:18

That is the classic! You're talking male, female, the complete differences. Everyone has that, |
think.

Janna Laan Lomas 51:25

But Seth's really good at that now, | have to say. And yeah, you're right, Seb, it's been a really
important partnership that we've each recognised our own energy patterns and the fact that we
have different needs from an energy point of view, but also physically, what skills we've got and
what we are bringing to the build, and that means we can divvy up the jobs quite nicely. So Seb
has really taken on anything timber related, and keeps buying tools, and now has a whole room
which was going to be our children's playroom, | think now it's Seb's playroom with all his
woodworking tools, which have been invaluable, actually, even though | joke about it, they have
been really, really useful. So he's been making the floorboards and the window sills and the



kitchen and you name it, anything timber. And then I've been doing all the jobs which are
basically less precise, which involves the clay plastering and managing the volunteers and all
the wall infills internally, finishes, painting. Yesterday | boarded the shower ready to tile that so
there's lots of different jobs, but I think it's been a really useful journey to get to know each other
and what we are happy to do, and also to have different levels of task to do. So we've got some
big ongoing tasks, which can get quite daunting at times. And then there are other smaller wins,
easy wins, which | think is really important to be able to pivot to and say, Actually, today, let's
just do something that we can finish in one day and feel good about, and then we enter the next
day with more energy and enthusiasm.

Ben Adam-Smith 53:09

And what about professionally? Has this helped in any way? Because you're being very
practical here, aren't you, and really seeing the project from a different side to work.

Seb Laan Lomas 53:17

It's been really nice to have lots of volunteers on site getting to learn about this approach to
building buildings. | mean, combined with the WWOOFers (Worldwide Opportunities on Organic
Farms), who are volunteers who come and help more about the land, we've had over 200
volunteers now, through the course of building this building. That's really exciting to see people
leave a bit more confident and knowledgeable about these materials. It's also been really nice
that people have wanted to hear about it. So we did a webinar with ACAN, the Architects
Climate Action Network, and people are really keen. | think there is a really good moment in the
industry, people are really excited and have a huge appetite to learn about natural materials.
And | find that really reassuring despite the government failing to regulate embodied carbon,
the fact that people are still saying, let's just do it. How can we do it? And that grassroots
sharing of success stories is really comforting.

Seb Laan Lomas 54:03

| mean, ultimately, building a building is a naughty thing to do right now, even with all of the
things that we've done to reduce the impact of the building, it's still generated a huge amount of
carbon emissions. We are going to fully quantify it with an LCA (Life Cycle Assessment) when
we finish, and it will be an as-built LCA. And we're really excited to see what we've been able to
achieve. But the reality is, it is still a big carbon burp, which is bad at this time. So it is a guilty
indulgence. So to have also seen the broader positives from having done the project is a nice
co-benefit of that.

Ben Adam-Smith 54:43

| just think it's everything that you're doing. Yes, | take that point, but there is far, far, far, far
worse happening in construction, and this is the vanguard, really, here, of low energy meets
fantastic materials, and you get both. You get the Passivhaus comfort, but you get the natural
materials feel, the acoustic that we've talked about, and bringing it all together with all the other
aspects that | haven't mentioned, that you're trying to bring down all the plastic use and make
sure the wildlife and the habitats and things like that. So | commend you fully and keep going. Is
there anything else we should bring into this conversation, particularly on the embodied carbon
side?



Seb Laan Lomas 55:28

So another thing we've been able to avoid is an air source heat pump, which from an embodied
carbon perspective, is massive. | won't try and quote a figure for a domestic building, but the
embodied carbon of systems and services are huge, let alone the refrigerants that go into an air
source heat pump. Now, in the instance of this building, we were going to have an air source
heat pump. We went on a huge journey with a MEP subcontractor that wasn't able to deliver or
design. They under-budgeted, weren't attending site, we found. Then we found how hard it is to
actually find someone to design you an air source heat pump system at a time when the
government is trying to really roll out air source heat pumps. That's really complicated, and then
we fail to find anyone who could design a system small enough for a Passivhaus building with
such a low heat demand. The smallest system is twice the size of what we need. So it's a very
expensive system financially, significant embodied carbon implications, and it has a significant
maintenance obligation. You know, to pay to have it serviced every year, and it was going to be
running inefficiently. So in the end, despite having put in the pipework for the wet radiator
system, which we now say is material banking for when copper prices are really high. So in the
end we're just having some direct electric radiators. So we're going to have three, one kilowatt
radiators, which is still more than our peak heat demand, and it's a fraction of the cost. And as a
result of that, we have been able to put in PVs and battery instead, which does have a
significant embodied carbon cost but PVs are part of the national decarbonisation journey for
decarbonising our grid. So we are connected to the grid, and it will be part of that.

Janna Laan Lomas 57:04

| think it's important to say that we are pro air source heat pumps and solar panels and
renewable technologies generally. But they are not insignificant in themselves, and it's a far
better thing to do to be able to go for fabric first as an approach to bring down the demand to
something that's so low that actually you can design out such a thing altogether.

Ben Adam-Smith 57:25

Now we've talked about cost a couple of times as we've gone through this. What stage are we
at now? Are things going to slow? Do | get that impression, or have we got enough to power on
through so you're into the house? Because | don't feel you want another winter, although it's
been fairly mild in your hut, chalet! I'm not sure how we're referring to it.

Janna Laan Lomas 57:47

Yes, we are very keen to press on. | don't think we're slowing down at all. Quite the opposite,
probably. But we also are not relying so much on money now, it's more time, and we've got
plenty of clay, we just need to get it on the walls, and that's the major time constraint. We've got
the timber. We need to do some things with it, but we're not buying much at the moment.

Seb Laan Lomas 58:12

No, | mean, the only significant costs now are when we get the plumber and electrician to come
back and do a little bit more work. So we have got a nice relationship now with a local plumber
and a local electrician, and as we finish an area, they come and do the second fix in that area,
which is why we've now got second fix done for the ground floor, even though first floor we



haven't done there so we can start having a fully powered kitchen. All my power tools actually
run at full power now, because we're not running on daisy-chained extension cables.

Janna Laan Lomas 58:40

That was quite a good decision in the beginning of first fix to put the first floor on a separate
circuit to the ground floor so that we could make the ground floor live before having the upstairs
done. And also, yeah, from a self-builder's point of view, obviously it's less efficient from the
aspect of doing a little bit at a time and getting the electrician or plumber to come back,
because that does make it more expensive, ultimately, to have them keep coming, but it's
enabled us to sort of move in. | mean, we've moved a lot of stuff in, and we are cooking in here
and spending all day in here now, so that's really valuable. And we have a washing machine
and a toilet and nearly a shower. And yeah, we're getting closer and closer.

Ben Adam-Smith 59:24

So what needs to happen then for you to move in, or are you deciding not to do that to put
pressure on you to get everything finished?

Seb Laan Lomas 59:31

Building Controls sign-off.

Janna Laan Lomas 59:32

Yeah.

Seb Laan Lomas 59:33

And this is a lesson of ours learned. So we are using materials in a different way. You know,
we're using our own garden clay plaster.

Janna Laan Lomas 59:43

Different from conventional but not different from traditional, | should just say.

Seb Laan Lomas 59:47

Absolutely.

Janna Laan Lomas 59:48

Clay plaster has been around for a lot longer than the modern plasters, but conventions say
that there's a lot more paperwork supporting modern products.

Seb Laan Lomas 59:57



And unfortunately because we don't have the paperwork of our plaster in our detail, in our
arrangement, the journey with Building Control has been very protracted. So we were originally
with an Approved Inspector. Unfortunately, they weren't able to find a way to be able to satisfy
themselves with what we were doing, despite the extensive research and performance test data
of very similar things that were four times out-achieving what we needed to achieve. We were
unable to convince them unfortunately.

Janna Laan Lomas 1:00:29

Yeah, clay plasters can achieve over 120 minutes (relating to Part B Fire safety), and we don't
even need 30. But the Approved Inspector we had had never come across clay plaster before,
and was completely thrown by it.

Seb Laan Lomas 1:00:30

| think the word of advice would be that if you're going to use natural materials, find an
Approved Inspector or Local Authority Building Control that is familiar with that, because when
we had our first conversation after our Approved Inspector with the Local Authority Building
Control, they were very understanding of the use of clay in buildings. And they said there are
lots of examples across Herefordshire, and they can understand what we're doing. And that
was a significant relief, but we're yet to fully finally go through that whole journey to get a sign-
off, and then that's what we would need to be able to move in.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:01:17

Yeah, you're progressive down here, and that's one of the things Herefordshire, it's a hot spot
for good stuff going on. What else do we need to know then? If we start to wrap up, is there
anything else you want to bring into the conversation?

Janna Laan Lomas 1:01:31

Yeah, well, | think we said earlier that it's a really significant thing to do to build a house. | mean,
yes, you said that we're doing it very well, which is true, we are making a lot of effort to do
things very well, but | think that this whole journey has made me more aware of the impacts of
building a house, even a really good one. And as | say, the waste, the amount of packaging, the
amount of tradesmen that have to come in, and all the norms of how they treat waste and how
inefficient they are with materials and with, | don't know, their diesel vans running whilst they sit
there for an hour. There are all sorts of things which become normal for somebody in the
industry, | think, who sees building all the time, and they probably don't even see it anymore.
But | think it's really important to keep the perspective of how significant what you're doing is. |
mean, yes, it's not as bad as other things, but it's still a lot worse than some things and a lot
worse than you could be doing. You know, we don't have to be doing this. I'm glad that we have
because it's an amazing house to have. It's really comfortable, and it's also shown a lot of other
people how they can do it. And if we do have to build new houses, then | think this is a great
way of doing it, and | would like to be seen as an advocate for best practice, but | do think that
it's really made me consider more about decisions to, for example, demolish something, how it
gets demolished or dismantled, reused, and to see the value in things that are being ripped out
or taken apart. You know, | have other clients I'm working with at the moment who are going
through projects that are more refurbishment projects, and they're taking things out which | now
see more value in than | did before. For example, their floorboards I've got my eye on, because



they might want a house refurb for their own reasons, but | am thinking more about particularly
those finishes and things that we like to spend money on as a society, because they're the
things you see. Therefore you want everything shiny and new looking. But actually those things
can also be really high embodied carbon, and don't have to be new. And | think to make those
choices, it's not just about the building fabric or the performance, but it's about the finishes and
the things that you choose to put in the house. Those things can be lower energy as well, and
that has a big impact. Another reason that we're going for this 'imperfectly perfect' finish that we
have in this house is to promote that ethos of not going for everything being shiny and new, and
actually enjoying the aesthetic of either second hand or handmade or very natural, and to
celebrate that, rather than saying that's something we should not aspire to. I'm really keen that
things look slightly imperfect and aren't minimalist and white, because | think that also Seb
pointed out that you know when, when things are perfect, then if there's one defect, your eye
goes straight to it and you see it, and so things don't tend to age so well. But | think when we've
got surfaces which are all imperfect, you know, in the sitting room we're in at the moment, there
are floor boards which are reclaimed, and look very much reclaimed. There are marks all over
them. We are going to sand them, | think. But the point is that it's celebrating that and making it
the desired look, rather than something to be ashamed of.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:05:26

And if someone wants to follow in your footsteps, bio-based Passivhaus, lots of lovely
materials, do you have any tips or any ideas before they set out on their journey?

Seb Laan Lomas 1:05:38

I'm glad you've asked the question, because the last thing | would want anyone to do is look at
what we've done and say, Oh, well, that's a nice one-off, because it was Seb and Janna doing
it, and they knew how to do it, and they were able to do things in different ways. In my view, this
is entirely replicable. There's nothing unconventional about what we've done. And also, as
Janna said, a lot of it, we've de-skilled so that people are more able to engage and re-engage
with how houses are put together.

Seb Laan Lomas 1:06:05

In the building we used to live in, we had no idea what was behind the plaster. You drill a hole
and, oh look, there's some lath, or there's some plaster, or there's half a brick. And actually, we
know exactly what is behind every single wall in this house, because we've seen it and we've
read that whole journey, and | feel a lot more empowered to be able to look after my building
through the lifetime of it, having done that, and also the fact that clay plaster and some timber,
it's very easy to maintain and repair. And if we need to swap out, we can swap out and we can
patch it. And | think that's a really exciting view and approach to have to our buildings, so that
we can keep on loving them and re-loving them and keeping them in their best position. So |
would encourage people to embrace the challenge and not see this as a one-off. There are
amazing networks out there to support people going on this journey. Architects, Climate Action
Network has a natural material group which is alive with activity and conversation and self-help
tips about I'm looking to do this here. Who should | speak to? It's a wealth of knowledge, and
there are all sorts of those networks out there to support people wanting to re-engage with high
performance and natural materials.



Janna Laan Lomas 1:07:14

Absolutely. | think if | were to give a tip, the biggest struggles that we've had on our journey
have, | think, been to do with communication, lots of sub-contractors, or keeping on top of the
finances with the contractor, so | think a good relationship with a contractor is really important,
and actually more important than, | might even say, than the quality of their work, but just the
way that if they can communicate with you, be honest and talk about how things are going, if
there is a problem, how different solutions could look, or how much they might cost, that's a
really important part to keep hold of.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:07:59

Are there any takeaways from your project, or anything that you would do differently?

Janna Laan Lomas 1:08:05

| would have made one of the windows upstairs opening!

Ben Adam-Smith 1:08:10

Is it just one fixed window that you've got?

Janna Laan Lomas 1:08:12

Yeah, well, there's a couple, but there's one. | was persuaded, actually, because it's
Passivhaus. | was persuaded in the energy modelling that one of the north facing windows
would be better if it wasn't opening. From a performance point of view, it is better, but | now
regret that decision. | want it to be open so | can throw the windows open. But no, | think that's
a very small thing. Generally, I'm really, really happy with the house. | love it, and that really
helps when you're feeling overwhelmed by something, to be able to look around you and think, |
absolutely love this space, | love this design, | love the materials, and to see that become reality
when it's been in my head for so long is so magical. It just cannot explain how good it feels.

Seb Laan Lomas 1:09:01

One of the things | wish we had done differently was a clearer pathway to our systems and
services for the building. It was such a convoluted journey, and the fact that we've got copper
pipework in our house that we will never use is a huge frustration, and that was because we
didn't find the right people first time around, and we didn't have good communication. So as
Janna said, you know, finding a team that are really engaged with what you're doing and are
good at communicating.

Janna Laan Lomas 1:09:28

It's the most important thing.

Seb Laan Lomas 1:09:29

Yes.



Ben Adam-Smith 1:09:30

Well, it's a fantastic house. | can't wait until you're living here properly and enjoying the labour
of all the love that has gone in. So Janna and Seb, thank you so much.

Seb Laan Lomas 1:09:41

Pleasure to have you.

Janna Laan Lomas 1:09:42

It's been really nice. Thank you.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:09:44

Head online to take a look at the show notes that accompany this session -
houseplanninghelp.com/398. We've got a summary there with all the key points. We've got
photos throughout the project so you can see what's going on, in addition to hearing all about it.
If you've got a comment or you'd like to ask a question, then we'll give you links to get
interactive on social media, and we'll give you links to Grain Architecture, Architype, Janna and
Seb on socials as well - houseplanninghelp.com/398.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:10:15

My call to action is to check out Regen Media, and this is the production company that I've been
running for over a decade, and because of House Planning Help, we love doing stuff connected
with low energy building. And one of the what | would class as easy videos, is creating a case
study, because it doesn't have to take up much of your time, but it really helps, because you're
shouting about a completed project, and there are various ways we can do that. | won't bore
you at this particular junction. But whether you're an architect, builder, engineer, or even a self-
builder, just want a video about your house, get in touch, and maybe we can help you out, and
then we can promote it as well and get more people doing exactly the same thing. So we'll work
a mention into the show notes for Regen Media.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:11:02






