Transcript of House Planning Help episode 400

Ben Adam-Smith 0:00

This is House Planning Help - episode 400. 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, I've got two guests for you today, Bill Butcher and Chris Herring, Founders of
21 Degrees. I've got a lot of time for these two. They're good fun, they know their stuff, and
they've been trying all their career to make buildings better, | suppose. We'll be finding out
about their own project, which is a small terrace of three homes designed and built to
Passivhaus Plus standard.

Ben Adam-Smith 0:42

Here we are then. Episode 400! Another milestone. And what we've done to celebrate this time,
every 50 episodes or so, we try and do something a bit different. We've given the website a lick
of paint, and my goodness, did it need it. So go and take a look, houseplanninghelp.com. The
goal, really, | suppose, is to make it easier to navigate around and get to the information that
you want. So also we'll try to meet you where you are, whatever that stage is in the process,
and hopefully share and take you straight to the relevant and important resources. Finally, at
episode 400, | suppose we rejig the website as a bit of an archive, because we're about to veer
off, turn a corner here. We'll still be talking about high-performance homes, but we're opening a
new chapter, and as we go forwards, I'll explain more about that.

Ben Adam-Smith 1:34

But we're off to West Yorkshire now for today's podcast. As | mentioned, three homes, three
couples, so voices you'll hear today: Bill and Jean, Chris and Jan, and Ondrej and Veronica.
And our plan today is firstly to meet the group, then to explore the plot and get some technical
insights, find out more behind the scenes of the project. So, if you've got to tackle a project as a
group, you need to get together, and that's where | arrive on the scene, because they're having
a meeting.

Veronika 2:07

So that's level, that's slope, and then that's level, yeah.

Bill Butcher 2:10

Yeah.

Chris Herring 2:12

How does the car parking work then, Bill? Does each one of these step down?



Bill Butcher 2:15

Well | don't think he's worked out, no, they go in like that.

Chris Herring 2:18

They are sloping.

Bill Butcher 2:19

So they would be on the slope, yeah. They'd be sloping up like this, and then levelling out there.

Veronika 2:27

Because when we walk to yours here, how the drive goes down. I'm kind of going, if it was
something like that, that feels quite steep...

Ben Adam-Smith 2:36

So, let's start to find out more about the group and their aims. Chris kicks us off.

Chris Herring 2:42

So we're the Mount Pleasant Self Build Group, Ben. There's six of us, three families, three
houses. Perhaps the story starts with the fact that Jan and | bought the land, and we decided to
go for planning permission for three houses where the stable block was, as a bit of a punt,
because we didn't know whether we'd get it. We obviously, eventually, when this started looking
like we might go somewhere, so | was talking to Bill and Jean, | knew that they were interested.
They dithered quite a bit. You can talk about that, whether you wanted to move back to
Marsden, and then do you want to explain about Veronika and Ondrej, Jan?

Jan 3:26

Yes, so Veronika and | have worked together for a number of years on various different
projects, mostly me drawing her into things that were really difficult and hard, but we've
developed a strong friendship, and | know that they've been looking at alternative options for
building, looking at various eco builds, small properties, because they're not planning on
expanding as a family, and it actually was the perfect fit, so it's just one of those coincidental
things that don't really seem that coincidental. They're sort of fatalistic.

Ben Adam-Smith 4:09

And you bring a secret skill as well, that you're a land solicitor [conveyancing lawyer].

Jan 4:14



Yes, yes, yes. So that is helpful. It has been helpful up to this stage in terms of dividing up the
plots, negotiating with some of the neighbouring landowners to tidy up boundaries and things
like that. | think it is a very highly skilled set of people that have just got together for this...

Bill Butcher 4:41

Is she talking about us?!

Ben Adam-Smith 4:43

She's talking about us, Bill.

Ben Adam-Smith 4:45

Are you highly skilled?! And was this an easy choice then [Veronika]? Because in some ways,
knowing group self-build, you're walking into people who've got a lot of experience in low
energy buildings.

Veronika 4:58

Well, yeah, it's an obvious choice because as a couple of immigrants who come to a new place,
and | mean, we work, but we know a lot of working people at the moment don't really stand a
chance of building their own house, having an opportunity that's really in line with the values of
how we think ideally all housing for everybody looks like, but also doing it with people who are
really skilled and who really care as well, because creating this community all together really
makes sense in terms of how we want to live as well. So, there isn't really a reason for us not to
do it.

Ben Adam-Smith 5:33

And what did you want from this building? What's the purpose, or do you each come with a
different objective?

Jean 5:41

Well, Bill's been building Passivhauses now for an awful long time. Is it 17 years? And it felt like
time for us to have one, that we can live in.

Ben Adam-Smith 5:52

| totally agree. Because you're in, this was a house that you built when you came to the area.

Jean 5:58

But it's not a Passivhaus, the one we're in now. It's a great house. It's been a great family
house, but we can move to somewhere smaller, and | personally really like Marsden.



Chris Herring 6:08

It's interesting, because when this land first came up, Jan was at an auction in a professional
capacity, and it didn't meet its reserve, and she came back, and we met up in the evening. We
were both away the next day for a period of time, so it was like, oh my god, this land, what do
we do? And Jan said to me, Well, you've been talking about Passivhaus for the last 20 years,
nearly, surely you want to live in a Passivhaus? We've got a piece of land here that we can also
do other projects that Jan wanted to drive forward, but the opportunity to build a Passivhaus,
and it was really the last opportunity | thought that | would ever have to do that. It feels, you
know, several years down the line slightly crazy, but then crazy is good for you and keeps you
young.

Ben Adam-Smith 6:55

Is there anything else that is useful to pass on to others about working in this team? It's not a
big community build, but it's also not a one-off self-build. So, what have you learned so far?

Jan 7:09

I think one of the things working in a team like this, and also in other things that I've been part
of, is the strength that any team brings in that you know you can feel really, oh my goodness,
this is ridiculous, what are we doing this for? And then somebody else will be really upbeat, and
so you're supporting each other in those soft ways that aren't necessarily just about what skills
you're bringing, it's about being in it together. | think, if it had just been Chris and I, we probably
wouldn't have persevered, or we'd have just built a little shed and spent our summers there, or
something like that, rather than go into something that's quite so complex, because of the
support that we're bringing each other.

Ben Adam-Smith 8:00

And is this a good idea, you being neighbours? [Everyone laughs.] Okay, maybe we won't
answer that!

Jan 8:07

In five years time you can come back and ask that!

Chris Herring 8:10

Veronica and Andre, what do you think about being next door to two geriatric families?

Ondrej 8:17

So it will be quite difficult with Bill, | think, because they're discussing the curfew and the stuff
like that.

Jean 8:24

Yes, there's going to be no music after ten o'clock.



Ben Adam-Smith 8:30

Proper co-housing now.

Chris Herring 8:31

Jean did suggest that we name this Geriatric Gardens! But | agree with Jan, actually, | mean
that thing about building teams and beginning to trust each other enough to feel safe in the joint
decision-making. You don't always, you know, you go in thinking I'm not sure what | think here,
and | don't have to decide, | can listen to others, and you reach a discernment, was what you'd
say in Quakers, really, discerning it between you somehow, and beginning to trust that process,
not always being sure that decisions are quite what you would have made, but trusting that
between you you've reached the best decision. | think that's a really powerful thing, actually.
The way the world is going, we keep doing the same things the same way. | think there's a
famous quote from Einstein about if you keep doing the same things, you get the same result.
So this is slightly different. This is trying to build better houses. It's doing it in a slightly different
way. We're not co-housing, we're not a cooperative, but we are a collaboration. And you know, |
think that the thing we want out of this, as well, is that other people can learn and get inspired.

Jean 9:41

They're not going to be million pound houses, they're all going to be modest houses. None of us
have got tonnes of money to spare, so we are having to be careful about how we do it. So |
think what we're doing is building moderate but very nice to live in houses in an affordable way.

Ben Adam-Smith 10:02

| had to let them get back to their meeting, because you know what it's like in an evening when
you're tired and you've still got those decisions to make. However, the next day | caught up with
Chris and Bill again, and they showed me the site.

Ben Adam-Smith 10:18

We're at the entrance to the site, so here we are. Now how would you describe where we are at
the moment? Hold on, I'll let you get to the top.

Chris Herring 10:30

I'm not sure | can breathe and talk.

Ben Adam-Smith 10:35

Yes, there are some foundations here already. Has any work actually happened here? Or de-
construction?

Chris Herring 10:43



There was a block of timber stables here, 27 metres long. We're up on a hillside just on the
edge of the village of Marsden, with an amazing view. In fact, the reason | made the decision,
really, is | came up here and the sun was on the other side of the hill there, and | just thought,
this is wonderful. Where | live now is pretty nice, but there's an amazing view, and it was quite
barren when | first moved here in the mid 70s. The mills are still operating, they're about 25
mills down this valley, or something like that, and it really has transformed with the tree planting,
actually, it's so green now. There's more bird song than there used to be when | first moved
here. | moved here from the Cotswolds. Just to point out a little bit more, Ben. So we're stood
here now on the slab where the stables were. It was a friend of ours who helped lay this. We
know this is about eight inches, 200 millimetres thick, this slab, so it's going to take a bit of
breaking up. So this field here, down really into that willow tree there, across there, is what we
own, and across to the road. And then there's a field above, and that's where our community
growing project is.

Ben Adam-Smith 12:02

Currently underway.

Chris Herring 12:04

Yeah. And behind that hedge there, there is a big polytunnel, and we had many, many, many
kilos of tomatoes last year, and a lot of potatoes out of the field as well. So it's sort of got going.

Ben Adam-Smith 12:16

So, Bill, you've got the plans there. So, where is south for us?

Bill Butcher 12:21

Well, south is actually there.

Ben Adam-Smith 12:23

Over the top of the hill.

Bill Butcher 12:24

That direction, so we're slightly south east. It's good solar gain.

Ben Adam-Smith 12:29

Yes.

Bill Butcher 12:31

Yeah, overheating is always an issue.



Chris Herring 12:34

Which is quite amazing in Yorkshire! It's difficult to imagine at the moment, up here, isn't it?

Ben Adam-Smith 12:39

Well, this is where people go wrong, though, isn't it? You know, the sun is the sun.

Bill Butcher 12:45

Yes. So windows and doors, we've actually reduced them to some extent because of the
danger of overheating. So that's the facade here. So it's all timber frame.

Ben Adam-Smith 12:58

So is it one and a half storeys?

Bill Butcher 13:00

Yes. One and a half storeys.

Chris Herring 13:02

In fact, if you step back very slightly, Ben, we're standing on this slab. This is more or less
where Jan and my bedroom is going to be here.

Ben Adam-Smith 13:10

Right.

Chris Herring 13:10

We're going down 1.8 metres.

Ben Adam-Smith 13:13

Yeah.

Chris Herring 13:13

So the bedroom is probably slightly about where your knees are, floor level, something like that.

Ben Adam-Smith 13:20

Ah, what a site. Fantastic.



Chris Herring 13:22

And Bill and Jean are having the other end, and Veronika and Ondrej have the smaller unit in
the middle. We wanted houses at about 100 plus square metres, something like that.

Ben Adam-Smith 13:32

And what is determining that? Is it bit of your needs or is it what you can get on the site?

Chris Herring 13:38

We obviously didn't know when we went for planning. You can't get advice on this. You just
have to take advice from your planning consultant, but obviously they don't know either. So we
thought we'd stay in the footprint of what was here before, which has been here since 1999.
Well, | think that was the planning permission for the stables. And we'll keep a similar form,
timber clad, horizontal boarding, nestled into the hillside, and actually, when we got the planning
permission, the form of it, and the fact it was nestled into the hillside, was referenced as part of
the permission. | don't think it was the critical thing, but they obviously liked that, because we
are literally, this is a pocket of what is now termed grey land within Green Belt. This is a semi-
degraded land at the edge of the village, and one of our supporters, who is a very experienced
landscape architect and a community leader within our village, Marston, was very supportive on
the basis that these sort of areas of land never really reach any sort of potential because it's
stables, it's a bit scrappy, it's neither agricultural...

Bill Butcher 14:52

It's steep.

Chris Herring 14:54

What will, at some point, somebody get permission just because it's not used for anything else?
Perhaps a slight change of rules again. In this way it means that it protects the edge of the
village, while providing housing, of course, which every Local Authority's got a lot of pressures
to deliver on.

Ben Adam-Smith 15:13

And what about the change of location for you? Because you're both further into these villages
and as you get older, is that any different for you being further out, or does it really make no
difference, because it's all up and down here?

Bill Butcher 15:30

Well, it is for me, living in the next village, just over that hill there, Meltham. We are on the flat,
so that has been an issue for me, actually, but you don't get much choice round here.

Ben Adam-Smith 15:43

With a lot of self build, not just around here. Sometimes it's this or nothing.



Bill Butcher 15:47

Yeah. And everything else is so brilliant about it that we're just going to have to manage, aren't
we?

Ben Adam-Smith 15:53

Yeah. And Chris used the word 'adventure'. | think you're right.

Chris Herring 15:57

Well, we are actually also here, because we're on the edge of what was a large council housing
estate built in the 40s, the Dirker estate. We're right on the edge of that, and there is a bus stop
about 100 yards along, you know, pretty much flat. Well not quite flat along the bus stop. And
that's not a bus stop that is likely to get axed because it's servicing a major centre of population
in Marsden, and that, you can get the bus down into the centre of the village. And the train
station is almost level, you know, once you come out, once you get off this slope here, it's more
or less level across to the train station.

Ben Adam-Smith 16:36

So how many minutes walk is the train station?

Chris Herring 16:38

About, well, the bridge that we came over, actually, so about five minutes.

Ben Adam-Smith 16:42

Five minutes. You wouldn't think you'd be within five minutes of a train station looking at this
location.

Chris Herring 16:47

Yeah, and then we're about half an hour, just over, depending on the reliability of the trains.
We're about half an hour-ish to Manchester or Leeds.

Ben Adam-Smith 16:58

Now we're going to move on to the offices, but just before we do, so we've described the site.
Have we outlined all of the constraints and opportunities?

Bill Butcher 17:08

Well, the opportunities are its orientation, obviously, for solar gain, the form factor, which is just
a row of three terraces, it's going to be easier than three detached. | mean, the land was
reasonably priced, wasn't it?



Chris Herring 17:26

Yeah, | mean, we took a risk. | think, if it had been pure agricultural land, you know, or pure
green belt, we would have probably paid less for it. Yeah, so there's a little bit of opportunity
cost. And actually, what we've got planning for would not be particularly attractive to a lot of
people, so the opportunity now we've got planning permission, obviously the value of the land
goes up, but maybe not as much as you might imagine, because most people don't want to
terrace of three quite small houses, really, very modest.

Ben Adam-Smith 17:57

So again, this is to suit your needs.

Chris Herring 17:59

It is to suit our needs.

Bill Butcher 18:01

Chris and | have been metaphorically married for the last 35 years.

Ben Adam-Smith 18:05

And it's not going to change.

Bill Butcher 18:08

We carry on.

Chris Herring 18:10

Yeah, we've been sharing some of life together, haven't we.

Ben Adam-Smith 18:17

Rather than get into the technical details on a windy site we retreated to the offices at 21
Degrees. So this project is going for Passivhaus Plus certification. We've talked about it on the
podcast before, but it's everything that we'd expect from Passivhaus Classic. Yes, it's ticking
that box, drastically reducing energy use, but also including renewables, so that you can meet
all your energy needs over the course of the year. Yes, you may be drawing from the grid in
winter, but you'll be feeding back more in the summer. So, | asked Chris and Bill whether
Passivhaus Plus was an easy choice, and was it always going to be on the brief?

Bill Butcher 18:57

Not really at the beginning, was it, because we're fabric based, and the Classic Passivhaus is
what we've been building over the last 15, 20 years.



Chris Herring 19:08

Well, that's the fundamental thing that matters, what Passivhaus gives us, isn't it? | remember
when it was first coming in, the idea of the Plus and the Premium, | went to a very early
presentation by Wolfgang Feist, and thought it felt a bit superfluous, and it felt a bit like it was
political, because of the near zero energy mandate in Europe that Passivhaus had to address
that, really, but in a way that Passivhaus should be focusing on fabric, and there's a bit of a
distraction. | think maybe | might have changed my mind on that, because obviously we need
the renewables, maybe it makes some sense, but the focus has still got to be on how do you
make this thing sit there and not use much energy for the lifetime of the building, and that's the
core of Passivhaus, really, isn't it?

Bill Butcher 19:58

I've come round further and realise that all new housing should have PVs on, if not all existing
houses, actually, because it's crucial we get to renewable energy one way or the other, and the
costs have come down considerably with PVs. And it helps that the government gives grants for
heat pumps. It makes economic sense as well, especially in the long run.

Chris Herring 20:27

Looking at the mix of what we've got to do in the UK, we know you cannot just decarbonise, it
does not work. There's a very interesting talk by David Glew, Professor David Glew at Leeds
Sustainability Institute, it's online, a TED talk, so showing that this just does not stack up. You've
got to do both, you've got to do fabric, you've got to do the decarbonisation of the grid, and
putting renewables on. It works together.

Bill Butcher 20:57

But renewables is quicker.

Chris Herring 20:59

It gives us a quick win but on its own, the danger is, of course, that politically we're moving to
let's do the decarbonisation, because that's easier, it's just kit, isn't it? Whereas, obviously, the
retrofit, which is what we know a lot about, we've done quite a lot of, is very difficult.

Ben Adam-Smith 21:17

But you're starting with this site that, okay, it's had a building on before, but that wasn't going to
be much of the new building, was it? You couldn't really retrofit it.

Chris Herring 21:28

No.

Ben Adam-Smith 21:29



Did you actually demolish it, or was it already like that, just that base?

Bill Butcher 21:34

That's a story. So it was a 1990s off-the-shelf timber stables block, which is made for horses,
you know, the usual sturdy doors and hinges, metal work, so | think they're quite expensive to
buy off-the-shelf. We didn't know what we were going to do, whether we were going to have a
big bonfire, well we couldn't do that, or whether we were going to demolish and take to recycle,
or whatever. But our excavating contractor said, Why don't you just put it on Facebook and see
what happens? So, just before Christmas, Jean, my partner put it on marketplace in Facebook,
and within four minutes she got a reply offering to take it down and take it away, and | think she
had 15 enquiries that day.

Ben Adam-Smith 21:58

So in other words, it still had some value.

Chris Herring 22:00

Yeah.

Bill Butcher 22:21

It did, which is lovely. And hopefully the farmer that's taken it away to Leeds is making good use
of it.

Ben Adam-Smith 22:33

And this goes to show, doesn't it, that that mentality of put the bonfire on, let's chuckle this on,
you know, if you've just got a bit of time to investigate, that's brilliant.

Bill Butcher 22:59

Yes, it is, actually.

Chris Herring 23:02

It was quite striking, because he spent nearly four weeks on his own doing it in the rain. He was
there at five o'clock in the morning. We had some horrendous weather that he worked through
just before Christmas, and we thought he might be working through Christmas itself. He had
just finished, | think, if | remember rightly.

Ben Adam-Smith 23:21

And then the base, | think | heard when we were up there taking a look at the site that that's got
go.



Chris Herring 23:27

Well that's going to be broken up by a ground-worker and will be used as hardcore, crushed
and used as hardcore for the parking area and the new access drive, so we're trying to keep as
much as we can on site.

Ben Adam-Smith 23:36

So changing purpose in some ways from what it was. Let's go back to the planning story then.
You want to put housing on here. What are you able to do? | know you said you don't know
what you can do until you put the application in. So, how did you navigate that one?

Chris Herring 23:59

We had advice. We have a planning consultant, but obviously there's limits of what advice they
can give you, because they won't know, to some extent. They know the parameters in which
this works, but | think when we first looked at it, and | thought it seemed very, very questionable
whether we would get planning, so we bought the fields anyway for other reasons, for some of
the community use of them as well, but thought, well, if we're going to get planning, we're much
more likely to get it if we don't have a huge visual impact, and if we're not massively expanding
the footprint, if perhaps we've got a similar sort of appearance that we're perhaps more likely to
get it, so that's what we started with. Let's stay with the basic footprint as it is, and largely the
form, although the ridge height is going up a bit to accommodate. We're going for a storey and
a half, so room and roof, effectively, which helps to keep the ridge height down. We're digging
down about 1.8 metres, so we are dropping the floor, but when you model it, and you look from
most of the viewpoints, it will be quite difficult to distinguish what we will have there from what
was there before, and we thought that might be a selling point. We are a small enclave within
the green belt. Eventually the land was defined as grey, so we went for that approach, really.
Keep this low impact, and that low impact was referenced in the final planning decision. The
fact that it's nestled into the hillside, that you know, it just wasn't a massive development, really.
There were concerns about the fact that we were affecting the green belt, because we were
digging down. At first, they were minded to refuse because of that, and eventually that changed.
| think again, because of the change in the planning guidance, really.

Bill Butcher 25:55

An important point is that Chris and Jan, | think, could have more easily got planned permission
for a single dwelling bungalow, and they just didn't want that. They wanted more of a
community.

Chris Herring 26:09

Jan didn't just want to live with me, basically! She is just living with me. We have got three
separate houses, but she didn't want to live in splendid isolation. That's not the way she thinks.
| think that's quite right. It's important that we share, we're parts of communities, that we have
different aspects of community, and having three houses, well, it enables three houses for
perhaps not dissimilar resources to what building one rather big house would have been.

Bill Butcher 26:38



But that big house could have been within all the parameters of the existing stables, not digging
down, ridge height. It could have been a single storey building very easily, and | think would
have got through planning easier.

Chris Herring 26:52

Maybe that's the case. It would have been very difficult to get it to Passivhaus certification,
because the form factor would have been terrible. Well, that's another story, really.

Ben Adam-Smith 27:02

Sure, so some of the neighbouring properties are quite far off or quite above where you are. So,
did you ever want to have it as a two-storey building, or you just thought that was a step too
far?

Bill Butcher 27:15

That would have made life easier. The TFA, the Treatable Floor Area that we use in Passivhaus
would have been easier to achieve the heating demand, so form factor wise the two storey
building is far easier than a single storey or one and a half storey, as we've got, but we've got
the added advantage that we're a row of three houses, so the form factor again gets a lot better
because it's a small terrace.

Chris Herring 27:43

Now of course, we could go back now and put a new application in for having sort of got
permission, thinking, well, we understand a bit more, but that would delay us another year,
probably. | mean, it was two years from when we bought the property until we got our planning
permission.

Ben Adam-Smith 27:59

It's surprising how often that is a barrier, though, isn't it? It's the time thing that you're already
heavily invested, and actually you just want to get a move on.

Bill Butcher 28:09

Three of us are in our 70s, you know.

Ben Adam-Smith 28:12

Yeah, exactly. The clock is ticking.

Chris Herring 28:15

Well, | always had it, when Jan first said to me we could build a Passivhaus, that | want to be
moved in by the time I'm 75 and | shall be 75 next year in April.



Ben Adam-Smith 28:27

Well, there we go. There is a deadline for you.

Chris Herring 28:29

And we should be moved in if we get going. We're hoping to get on site in the next month or so.
Hopefully, we'll have the build done within the year.

Ben Adam-Smith 28:39

Oh, it's getting exciting now. So, what was going to be your build approach. You've clocked up
so much knowledge over the years through 21 Degrees and all the various, you know, the
MVHR you supply and the windows, but how you going to build this? What's guiding your
decisions? You've got the value engineering that | know we'll come on to as well.

Chris Herring 29:03

So, when we first looked at this, and | hadn't involved Bill at the time, because Jan and | bought
the property, and were looking at it, and we didn't know who would come in with us. We knew
that it wouldn't be one property if we went for planning, and | always had in my mind that we
would do off-site construction, because that pushes a lot of the risk out to somebody else. That
was where | started, if you like. It would be timber frame, because it's quick to get up, it's low
impact, it's biogenic materials largely, can be, which | think is important, generally lower carbon
than any other solution. It changed a little bit. Well, it has changed over time, obviously.

Bill Butcher 29:41

This is in the context that every other building that you can see is Yorkshire Stone and is what
we developed back in 2009 with the Denby Dale Passivhaus. But the latest project we did in
2023/2024 was timber, timber frame. Basically embodied energy became the big issue after
we'd sorted out in use energy, so yeah, timber was the way it was. We decided in the sense
that the existing building was timber as well, so we thought that would help.

Chris Herring 30:27

And we had referenced the timber cladding that the existing building had in the planning, so in a
way that again keeping that form, we didn't know whether that would be a telling point with the
planners, but as | say, when the decision came through, they did reference this low impact and
nestling into the hillside, so we think maybe it played some part in the decision.

Ben Adam-Smith 30:51

Where are we at with masonry Passivhaus? A slight aside here, but | do want to ask the
question. Has it run out road for exactly the reasons that you've just said? Or is there still good
reason to be building masonry Passivhauses.



Bill Butcher 31:07

Well | do a lot of consultancy with self-builders, and because of the very reason we did Denby
Dale in that way, that the industry in their village is used to doing masonry, all the materials are
readily available at the local builders' merchants, and it's in the control of the self-builder when
you're building in masonry. Going off-site timber frame, you're putting a lot of it out to another
organisation, if you like, so from a self-build point of view, | think masonry still has a place, and
we've done embodied energy calculations with Tim Martel on some of our masonry projects,
and it's not quite as bad as some might think in terms of embodied energy. | mean, timber, in
the way, has to be got rid of at the end of the life of the building, on paper anyway. What
happens to that? Does it rot, or does it get burnt, or are you able to reuse it all? So it's a really
complicated story. And in terms of private development, and even public buildings, masonry is
still cheaper than timber frame, I'm told.

Chris Herring 32:28

Because off-site timber frame, of course, there's an added dimension to that, that you have to
transport an offsite timber frame, and that involves over engineering it in a way to enable it to be
transportable, so there is a cost in that that you pay for. | mean, there's the convenience,
obviously. There are also other systems, which are on site built but pre-prepared, like the PH15
system. So when Bill and Jean, and once we got our group together, and we looked at this, and
Bill did quite a bit of work with a couple of timber frame suppliers that are friends of ours, both
PYC and Eden Insulation, and we thought that might be the direction we went in. Interestingly,
in the end, the decision was made for us by the fact that the site is difficult to access, and it
would have been really quite difficult, if not impossible to get the kind of...

Bill Butcher 33:27

Well it would have been impossible to get eight artic lorries through that village and up that
lane.

Chris Herring 33:27

It certainly wouldn't have been easy.

Bill Butcher 33:32

We would have had to have offloaded it in some smaller haulier's yard, which | was looking into
to be able to transport up, but then what happened, | was away on one of our motorbiking tours
that you know we do every year. That was the Welsh trip.

Chris Herring 33:53

When he says 'we' | don't do motorbike tours. I'm a cyclist.

Bill Butcher 33:57

It was with Nick Grant, our Passivhaus Consultant, of course, and we've been doing this for
years, and one of our fellow motorcyclists is Mike Whitfield of Mike Whitfield Construction,



who's very famous for stick build Passivhaus housing down in Herefordshire, developed with
Nick Grant over the years. Anyway, we were sat around the kitchen table in Machynlleth one
evening with a bottle of beer, and he has all of his costings on his phone, square metre rates,
and all the rest of it, and he looked at the drawing and came up with this price, and | thought,
crikey, that's worth looking at. And because of the access issue, he then said, Well, I'm trying to
work less with my company, because he's formed an employee-owned company with Mike
Whitfield Construction, I'll come up and stay with you, and we can do it in my method. Or we
would build it for this, so our builders, which is the old Green Building Company personnel, will
work with Mike, so they'll design it to their methodology and have all the cutting lists, because
it's Masonite I-joist, timber I|-joists, walls, roof, intermediate floors, and so forth, and put it
together in stick form, and we think at a reasonable price.

Chris Herring 34:45

The other opportunity with that, of course, is that Mike and Nick, working with Alan Clarke as
well, in many ways have really done the value engineering that Nick, particularly, is such an
exponent of.

Bill Butcher 34:49

And Andrew Collinson, the structural engineer.

Chris Herring 34:52

Yeah.

Ben Adam-Smith 34:52

It's the dream team.

Bill Butcher 35:17

It is a dream team. Well we hope it is!

Chris Herring 35:43

But what we're interested in...

Ben Adam-Smith 35:46

You're about to find out.

Bill Butcher 35:53

Yeah, it's not a nightmare.

Chris Herring 35:56



I'm sure parts of self build are always a nightmare, as I'm sure Ben, you can testify.

Ben Adam-Smith 36:11

I'm getting some flashbacks through some of the things we've been talking about in the last few
hours.

Chris Herring 36:16

But | think it's about using resources as effectively as we can, and the thing about Passivhaus
is that in the end it's not a magic solution, it's about good buildings that are well built. Why make
them anything other than properly airtight, well insulated if you're going to invest time, money,
and building a building. But you don't want to over-engineer that, and there can be a lot of over-
engineering to achieve Passivhaus. People work with designs that aren't really quite optimised,
and then you spend a lot more money and resources than you need to. What Nick and Mike,
and well, that grouping, if you like, have done is absolutely pared it down to simplicity, and that's
one of the things we really wanted to bring in, and to some extent to learn from. So we're at the
moment working with them on the detailing to make sure it suits what we're doing in the
houses, and in a way learning from them as well, and it's a process both ways.

Ben Adam-Smith 37:13

What does this mean for the role of the architect or designer, or is this something you're taking
on?

Chris Herring 37:20

Well, in our case, we employed local architects who we have a strong connection to anyway,
who don't know Passivhaus. They recognise that, very interested to learn more, and you know,
we need more architecture practices to pick this up. This is an opportunity for them to develop
skills and to begin to learn what this is about, and hopefully they will go on to develop that
interest, and perhaps do some more training in that. Obviously, that's up to them. So we had to
put together a package where we had architects who didn't know that, they know architecture.

Bill Butcher 37:58

Which we don't.

Chris Herring 37:59

We're not architects, and already we've had a lot of input in terms of design, you know, and
things we'd never thought about, but working with this value engineering approach, | think there
is often an issue with architects in that the design comes before practicality. Where architects
have got the understanding of Passivhaus, and have worked with it fairly extensively, | think
they're much more likely to come up with designs that will not be expensive to get to
Passivhaus, if you like. There are simple things to think about. It's part of the design literacy to
have Passivhaus in there. So we're building that in by having a team that is working together
with a degree of humility within the team. Our architects are open to that learning and they
recognise what they don't know, and that actually is a big part of it, because we have a lot of



experience of working with architects where they really don't recognise that they don't know.
That's where it becomes dangerous, so | think it's a good team. We're playing quite a central
part, and particularly Bill, obviously we're now into the detailing, which is Bill's real area of
interest and expertise.

Bill Butcher 39:12

We've got all the structural engineers drawings done, which have gone back to the architect
and they will incorporate in Building Regs drawings, which is what | need, and my part in that I'll
be doing it in pencil, because | don't use CAD. | will be doing the junctions, which is everything,
and trying to make them thermal bridge free, or as minimal loss as possible. So that's
particularly the ground floor wall junctions, the eaves. The eaves junctions are worked out
already with the system that Mike and Nick have developed, and to some extent the window
junctions as well, which is a big one, but of course we supply the windows to Mike Whitfield,
anyway, so all of that should be sorted. We've pulled on all the favours we've built up over the
decades into this project, and if we can't do it for a reasonable price, well, | would suggest no
one else can.

Ben Adam-Smith 40:16

What's nice to see is having been at that meeting yesterday when you were resolving a few
things, just firstly, the different skills around the table, good listening. Have we made a
decision? Are we moving on? All of those things aren't necessarily taken for granted when you
enter the self-build arena, you haven't upskilled before you've set off, so yeah, you're in a
strong position. Have there been any complications of having a bigger group? Or because
they're all people that are buying in, you know, that really helps.

Bill Butcher 40:52

| think, because Chris and | work together anyway there's a lot of this sort of discussion, and
probably we know each other so well that and our aims are so similar, if not the same, and of
course, Veronika and Ondrej, the middle house are passionate as well.

Chris Herring 41:12

| think there's a commonality between us. | mean, obviously, there's differences between us,
and we've had to learn to work together, and that's never completely straightforward in any
human group, and we've got quite different backgrounds. There's a very strong relationship
between, obviously, between Bill and |, because we've worked together, and obviously within
the couples, also between Jan and Veronika as well, because they've worked together quite a
lot. Yeah, so various relationships really to build on, but just learning to work as a group has
been something, but | think there's a commonality of understanding that the world is probably
not the way it should be, if you like. | mean, that may not be a great surprise, as you know,
there's an awful lot wrong, isn't there at the moment, but actually that things like simplicity,
modest living, we'll have different approaches, but working for alternatives, working for the
common good rather than personal good, to some extent, all those things. | think there's a sort
of commonality. That makes us sound like saints, we're not in any way, but a certain degree of
purpose-drivenness about the whole group, you know, everybody's agreed we want sustainable
buildings. Obviously, understanding that Passivhaus is very much integral in that, and the
growing project, which is particularly Jan's project, but you know welcoming other people,



having that approach of being welcoming and open. It doesn't mean to say we're going to be
opening our houses, we have private houses, but it's a common approach that has helped us in
discerning where we go at any time.

Ben Adam-Smith 42:50

You see, | always think that that's a really good selling point if you're coming to build next to a
community anyway. Why wouldn't you want them as your neighbours, these people after that
previous answer that you've given there is saying all the right things. Now, | don't want to keep
you too much longer, but I've got a few more questions. One in terms of 21 Degrees and what
they are doing on the project, and then Bill, the old building arm of 21 Degrees, Green Building
Company, as you had there, so you're looking to draw back on skills there as well? So maybe
you could, yeah, tell me about how you were plugging in.

Bill Butcher 43:30

In the development of 21 it became evident that the construction arm was going to be
separated off, and so we kept it together, funded it through redundancy and so forth, and of
course they inherited a lot of our equipment, but of course our knowledge as well. So they're set
up, the same team of five, and | have quite a stream of work because of my consultancy and
talking to local people over the last few years, and it takes years for some projects to come on,
and that's what they've been doing now for the last two or three years, radical retrofits, barn
conversions, and so forth, but they knew our project was coming up as well. It's been two years
in coming, but they're expecting to move straight on to it after the present projects that they're
doing at the moment. They've got almost 20 years of [experience.] Well, Jude, who leads that
team, Green Building Company, it's his company now, has worked with me since he was 16, |
think he's now 50, isn't he?

Bill Butcher 44:50

I've known him since he was a baby, when | first moved up here. | don't tell him that too often.

Ben Adam-Smith 44:57

Yeah, it would be good to engage them on this, wouldn't it.

Bill Butcher 45:01

It's a no-brainer, and we'll project lead together. Jude will be the main man on site day-to-day,
and we will be in the background on the phone, whatever. How we finance it, of course, which
is a big thing with self-builders. VAT issues, do we actually pay VAT? Do we buy all the
materials as clients and claim it back six months after completion? | think that's the way it
works, or do it through the contractors and suppliers that are willing to do zero rated VAT
because it's new build. So we're mixing it, so that's a course that I'm trying to navigate through
at the moment.

Chris Herring 45:50



Just to pick up the part of the question, if you like, around 21 Degrees. Bill and | are still
founders, we're listed as founders of 21 Degrees. We don't have control of the business in any
way now, and retained in that role, a very small role, aren't we now. Obviously, we always had a
vision for what was Green Building Store, and is now our part of 21 Degrees, the Huddersfield
site, offering the key fabric so the MVHR and windows and specialist insulations, etc. We
always saw that as being purpose-driven around enabling people to move to greater efficiency
and greater sustainability, obviously led by the understanding of Passivhaus and what that
offered people. So, not all of our clients, by any means, understood to go to Passivhaus
standard, or wanted to, whatever their drivers were, but that understanding we could bring to all
of them to help them optimise what they were doing was what for us was important, and
spreading the word, because we need better houses, we know that UK building is very poor.
Our building standards are poor, and the standards we actually reach are not even the
standards that we set. So, all of those things, that was a mission for us.

Chris Herring 47:11

The wider company, now, which incorporates a lot of renewables, is more mixed, because
obviously the other companies coming in, the renewables companies have different
approaches. Some are doing much more mainstream renewables. There is an aspiration that
all will have moved more to where our company was and still is. Nevertheless, there are
commercial pressures. So we've acted as advocates in a way. We remain here as founders, as
advocates of that approach, and really just trying to input in that and influence where we can.
This project we see as being very useful to 21 Degrees in terms of helping put the whole thing
together, because we are going to Passivhaus Plus, which means that we need the fabric
measures that we've always done, and we need the renewables done to the sort of standards
that we need in Passivhaus, and optimised for Passivhaus. So we are working with, in this
case, with Alan Clarke, who's recognised as one of the leading services engineers, his
understanding of Passivhaus, who will do the fundamental design. We're working with 21
Degrees to supply that and to understand that specification, and hopefully that will help to have
greater capacity within the whole company for servicing higher end in terms of energy
efficiency. We also obviously want to publicise what we're doing, because we've always done
that, we've always used our projects to get this message out there, to say you can build better,
you can build more sustainably, and please come and learn from us, and you know, see what
we do, the publicity, and obviously to help 21 Degrees both position itself in the market, and
maybe develop its ability to service that sector better.

Ben Adam-Smith 49:05

Let's close up then. What are the next steps? Hopefully we can catch up again down the road,
but where are you at right now? And how's money looking? All these sorts of practical things.

Chris Herring 49:17

So, money wise, that package we've sort of put together. | think my Jan, particularly has helped
us put that together. It involves mortgaging our current houses. Certainly, you know, | don't think
we particularly want to live in mobile homes while this is going on. We're getting a little bit old
for that.

Ben Adam-Smith 49:38



Why not sell one of the houses...

Chris Herring 49:41

All move in together.

Ben Adam-Smith 49:42

Yeah, exactly!

Chris Herring 49:44

| think | might pass on that one, but we've put that package together. That's okay. Veronika and
Ondrej have some land in Czech, not a lot, | think, but inherited. So we're just pulling together
what we've got. | think the cash flow will be quite tight at certain moments, because we have to
stage when we take the mortgages, they have fixed terms, and it's optimising the finance of
that. We don't know the exact final cost of the build, because we're still getting numbers in, still
working out numbers. We've got a number we're working to, which was the original costing
based on some of the previous Green Building Store projects, really, the experience of all those
projects, so that is tied down, really. | mean, in my mind, it's always been about a year to get
this done, if we can get on site in the next few weeks, which was what we're hoping, get the
stick build done in the summer, when it's beautiful in Yorkshire, and always sunny and warm,
apart from the endless rain, but we get that done, closed in, and then we're into the autumn and
winter with the internals and finishing off the externals as and when the weather allows, so that
feels like a reasonable timescale at the moment, but we're to some extent busking the
timescale, we don't know for sure.

Bill Butcher 51:13

Two things I'd like to say. I'm really pleased about Ondrej and Veronika getting their first-time
house, first-time buyers, as such. | think that's, you know, we older ones bringing in younger
people is great. The other thing is the headline figures for square metre rates for one-off
Passivhauses at the AECB Conference last autumn the general chatter between the experience
was £3,500 per square metre, finished. We've been building at upper £2000s. I'm hoping,
because we're project managing ourselves and don't have as much overheads as the usual
organisations, that we can keep it down at the upper £2000s per metre squared, and | think
that's what all self-builders will want to hear.

Ben Adam-Smith 52:09

Well, that's a good point to wrap up. Thank you very much, Bill and Chris.

Chris Herring 52:13

It's been a pleasure.

Bill Butcher 52:14



Yeah, absolute pleasure.

Ben Adam-Smith 52:17

Head online to take a look at the show notes that accompany this session -
houseplanninghelp.com/400. You can review the key points in our summary. Also, take a look at
some photos of the site. They're well underway now. So, maybe another time we'll get to check
back in, and if you've got a comment or you like to ask a question, then you can get interactive
on social media. We'll provide the links, houseplanninghelp.com/400.

Ben Adam-Smith 52:45

So we're almost there for today. As | mentioned earlier, we're opening a new chapter on House
Planning Help going forwards from this point. The thought really is that we know what to build.
We keep talking about it in every single episode, so if you don't know what to build, go back into
the archive and find out. But | feel like we know what to build, so I'd like the emphasis to be
more on moving forwards. I'd like to use everything that I've learned in these past 400 episodes
and all the connections that I've made to actually get out there and try and make a difference on
the ground. | want to get back to construction, so I'll explain what that means. This has all been
a training ground. Can we move things on again? Yes, we know we want high performance.
Yes, we know we want low carbon homes. Lots to talk about in the coming episodes. Buckle up.

Ben Adam-Smith 53:33

Thank you so much for listening. The House Planning Help Podcast is produced by Regen
Media - content that matters.



