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Useful Resources 
Sara Crofts BArch(Hons) MSc IHBC 
Education & Training Team Leader ~ Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) 
 
 
SPAB Technical Advice Line 
Owners of old buildings are welcome to call our Technical Advice Line to discuss 
their technical queries with a member of our technical staff.  We can give advice on 
all matters related to the care and repair of older buildings and can also suggest the 
names of suitable professional advisers, contractors and other specialists if required.  
The advice line is available from Monday to Thursday between 9.30 am and 12.30 pm 
on 020 7456 0916. However, please note that the SPAB is a small charity and 
therefore the advice line is manned by only one member of staff on any given 
morning therefore, opening hours can vary and the line can be busy at times. Please 
be patient and keep trying. We are, unfortunately, unable to respond to technical 
enquiries by letter or email. 
  
SPAB Technical Publications 
The Society produces a range of highly regarded advisory publications on subjects 
such as the control of damp in old buildings, repointing stone and brick walling, 
timber bellframes and the care and repair of old floors.  Please visit our bookshop for 
a comprehensive list of titles: www.spab.org.uk/publications/the-bookshop/ 
 
SPAB Technical Q&As 
The Society publishes an ongoing series of technical Q&A articles taken from our 
Cornerstone magazine on the SPAB website at www.spab.org.uk/advice/technical-
qas/. The Q&As cover a range of topics including dealing with damp, earth walling, 
lead paint, masonry bees, flooding, repointing etc. 
 
Useful Websites 

• Maintain Your Building: www.maintainyourbuilding.org.uk/index.php 
An SPAB website created to provide general information about the maintenance of 
period properties. It includes ‘top tips’ and a ‘ten minute home MOT’. 

• A Stitch in Time: www.ihbc.org.uk/publications/stitch/stitch.html 
‘A Stitch in Time’ is a booklet of advice for building owners prepared by the Institute 
of Historic Building Conservation (IHBC) in association with the SPAB.  The PDF is 
available on the IHBC website. 
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• English Heritage – Your Property: www.english-heritage.org.uk/your-
property 

This section of the English Heritage website is primarily aimed at anyone who lives in 
or manages a historic site including listed buildings.  It includes advice on making 
changes to properties and maintaining older homes in a sympathetic way. There is 
also practical advice on how to make your home more energy efficient. 

• Historic Scotland ‘Inform’ Guides: www.conservation.historic-
scotland.gov.uk/home/publications.htm  

A useful series of downloadable PDFs on a very wide range of topics related to the 
maintenance and repair of period properties. 

• Heritage Gateway: www.heritagegateway.org.uk/gateway 
The Heritage Gateway allows users to cross-search 49 online sources of information 
about the historic environment including many local Historic Environment Records 
(HERs) and the National Heritage List for England (which includes listed buildings). 

• Looking at Buildings: www.lookingatbuildings.org.uk/index.html 
Created by the Pevsner Architectural Guides this website provide an introduction to 
architecture with information about building types, architectural styles and 
construction materials as well as research tools including an index of architects and 
their works and a guide to further reading. 

• Save Britain’s Heritage: www.savebritainsheritage.org/your_campaign 
The SAVE website includes a useful step by step guide to running a campaign to save 
an historic building as well as a section with advice on dealing with ‘buildings at risk. 

• The Victorian Society: www.victoriansociety.org.uk/publications 
The publications page gives access to a range of short guides on how to care for 
various elements of the Victorian home including fireplaces, windows and tiles.  

• Building Conservation Directory: www.buildingconservation.com 
This comprehensive website includes articles on a wide range of building-related 
topics, information about training courses and a directory of conservation specialists. 

• Building Limes Forum: www.buildinglimesforum.org.uk/about-lime 
The Building Limes Forum is a good source of advice about building limes and their 
use.  The website includes a ‘frequently asked questions’ page as well as a detailed 
reading list. 
 
 
If you are interested in the work of the SPAB please visit our website at 
www.spab.org.uk or why not consider becoming a member?  SPAB members help to 
support our work but it is also an opportunity to meet like-minded people, to receive 
our quarterly magazine and to attend events.  In addition, members receive access to 
passworded members’ pages on our website, which features the ‘Properties List’ and 
details of our Regional Group Events.  Find out more at www.spab.org.uk/spab-
membership. 
 
You can also follow the SPAB on Facebook at www.facebook.com/SPAB1877 or 
keep in touch with us via Twitter at www.twitter.com/spab1877. 
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Historic Building Controls and Grants 
Matthew Slocombe MA FSA IHBC 
Director-Designate, Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) 
 
Main types of historic building designation 

• Listed buildings: Grade II (90%),  II* (6%),  I (2%) in England and Wales 
o Listed religious buildings in use may have an exemption from secular listed building controls 
o Some councils have a list of building of local interest, but this will not have the same force as 

national, statutory listing  
• Conservation Areas 
• Scheduled Ancient Monuments 
• Registered Parks and Gardens 
• World Heritage Sites 
• Registered Battlefields 

 
List descriptions: These can be obtained from the District, Borough or Unitary authority. In 
England, list descriptions can also be found via the National Heritage List:  http://list.english-
heritage.org.uk/ 
 
Planning Policy Statement 5  and the English Heritage PPS5: Planning Practice Guide  
See www.communities.gov.uk/publications/planningandbuilding/pps5 
These documents contain current policy and guidance on “heritage assets” which include buildings 
which are listed or within conservation areas.  With listed buildings, consent is generally required for 
any works of demolition, alteration (whether internal or external) and extension.  Applications will 
be assessed against their impact on architectural, historic, archaeological or artistic significance of the 
building 
 
Enforcement: Unauthorised work to a listed building is potentially a criminal offence.  Prosecution 
is possible (though rare) and councils can also take enforcement action to reverse the work.  There 
is a right of appeal or the possibility of submitting an application for retrospective consent. NB an 
owner may be liable for the rectification of unauthorised work even if it was carried out by a previous owner. 
 
Maintenance and disrepair: Owners are not obliged to maintain listed buildings, but if their 
condition gets very poor councils can serve an Urgent Works Notice (for temporary protection of 
unoccupied structures) or a Repairs Notice. 
 
Applications: Applications can be made on paper or online.  Supporting documents, such as a 
Design and Access and/or Heritage statement, are likely to be required alongside survey and 
proposal drawings. Councils, English Heritage and other consultees, such as the SPAB, often now 
welcome pre-application discussions, though some planning authorities will charge for this.  In the 
first instance it may be best to contact the council’s Conservation Officer, if it has one.  There is no 
fee, at present, for submitting a listed building or conservation area application.  
 
Grants: Historic building grants are now rarely available to private owners, but possibilities can be 
explored at www.ffhb.org.uk. 
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Energy Efficiency and Old Buildings 
Douglas Kent BSc(Hons), BSc, MSc, MRICS 
Technical Secretary, Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) 
 
Assessing the true sustainability of buildings involves looking at not just their heating costs but also 
the resources they consume throughout their whole lives. This includes the energy used in the 
manufacture (‘embodied energy’) and disposal of their components. 
 
Old buildings are often constructed from materials with lower embodied energy than new ones. 
Components frequently also have longer life-spans and are easier to repair than their modern 
counterparts. Additionally, older buildings not uncommonly possess features conducive to good 
energy efficiency (such as thatched roofs, thick walls able to retain heat and release it gradually and 
windows arranged to maximise daylight but minimise heat loss). Many adapt well to modern living 
requirements and are constructed of lime mortar and other materials that assist recycling. 
 
Conserving rather than replacing old buildings can, therefore, be inherently sustainable. It could be 
argued that William Morris, the founder in 1877 of the SPAB – Britain’s oldest building 
conservation organisation – was one of the first to promote, albeit indirectly, the concept of 
sustainability! Nevertheless, this does not mean that those living in old buildings can’t be doing 
more to save energy. Improvements can usually be taken, providing care is taken to avoid 
unintentional damage. 
 
Principles 
 
The fundamental advice for anyone who cares for an old building is always to maintain it well and, 
if essential and where possible, repair its components using appropriate materials and techniques 
rather than replacing them. Misguided work can not only compromise the special interest of an old 
building but save little, if any, energy. 
 
Instead of adopting a crude, blanket approach, such as replacing all old windows with double-
glazing, consider better-informed, targeted measures that accurately identify essential work. For 
example, air tightness testing can establish properly how leaky a building is and pinpoint the areas 
that would benefit most from draught-proofing. Thermal imaging is another method increasingly 
used for assessing where heat is escaping. Even if they are identified as a source of heat loss, the 
replacement of old single-glazed windows that perhaps only need a little repair with new double-
glazing that has a short, 30-year life (or less in many cases) is illogical. 
 
With all work to an old building, use compatible methods and materials – not just standard 
solutions that may work for more modern buildings. Most pre-1914 houses (including those that are 
unlisted) need to ‘breathe’. They are usually built of permeable, porous materials, which are often 
lime- or earth-based. Unlike modern buildings that depend upon cavities, barriers and membranes 
to keep water out, old buildings permit moisture to be absorbed by the fabric but evaporate back 
out – the ‘overcoat’ and ‘raincoat’ effects respectively. Well-intended but ill-advised energy 
efficiency measures, such as covering walls with impermeable materials or restricting ventilation too 
much, may cause condensation, promote rot and aggravate human health problems, including 
asthma. 
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Priorities 
 
It makes sense to adopt a step-by-step approach when contemplating improvements to the energy 
efficiency of an old building: 
 
1 Maintenance: Many people focus on expensive high-tech solutions when thinking about 
making their homes greener but it’s best to start with practical, routine maintenance. 
Straightforward measures, such as regularly clearing out gutters, will stave off the decay and 
unnecessary replacement of building components. They will also prevent your walls becoming 
wetter and, therefore, less thermally efficient, as will the use of ‘breathable’ finishes, such as 
limewash rather than moisture-trapping plastic-based paints containing petrochemicals. Keeping 
windows and doors in good repair will reduce heat loss, too, whilst re-washering dripping taps cuts 
down on water wasted. 
 
2 ‘Quick Wins’: After addressing maintenance, concentrate next on ‘quick wins’ – measures 
that can be implemented easily, have a short payback and cause little disturbance to the fabric of an 
old building. Draught-proof your windows, doors (covers can be provided for letterboxes and 
keyholes) and floorboards. Add heavy curtains, shutters or secondary glazing (i.e. panes that go 
inside your existing windows). It makes little sense, of course, to attempt to improve insulation 
levels in a building if draughts have not been properly addressed! Next ensure your loft is well 
insulated, including pipework and the access hatch. Other quick wins could involve lagging your hot 
water cylinder, fitting thermostatic radiator valves and low-energy light fittings, installing a water 
butt for garden purposes and placing water-saving devices in lavatory cisterns. 
 
3 Major Work: More significant work that could be justified might entail upgrading your 
boiler and heating system (maybe changing to a renewable fuel source) or, in certain circumstances, 
reinstating a missing lime render or hanging vertical tiling on a wall suffering from rain penetration. 
Bear in mind, however, that some work that may be suitable for a modern building can be 
extremely detrimental to an older one, especially if it involves inhibiting the ability of the fabric to 
‘breathe’. Unfortunately, this may include items recommended on an energy performance certificate 
(EPC) because many domestic energy assessors lack a detailed knowledge of how old buildings are 
constructed. When contemplating major work to save energy in an old building, therefore, seek the 
advice of a suitably qualified professional. The SPAB may be able to advise on the names of suitable 
specialists in your area over its technical advice line (Mondays-Fridays 9.30am-12.30pm: 020 7346 
0916).  
 
4 A Holistic approach: Last but not least, don’t forget that sustainable living is about a 
whole attitude of mind. Try, therefore, to improve the way you use your home – throw on a thick 
jumper instead of turning up the heating, air dry rather than tumble dry washing, keep your central 
heating at reasonably even temperatures, heat fewer rooms, and, of course, turn off electrical 
appliances and lights. Where available, obtain materials locally to limit transport distances and cut 
pollution. In the end, human activities, not buildings, consume energy. 
 
More advice … 
 
For more on energy efficiency and old buildings contact the Society for the Protection of Ancient 
Buildings (SPAB). It operates a technical helpline, runs courses and produces advisory publications. 
Call 020 7377 1644 or visit www.spab.org.uk. 
 
See also www.climatechangeandyourhome.org.uk for detailed advice on energy conservation 
prepared by English Heritage in association with the SPAB and other organisations. 
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