STEP 2

2.3 Historic Building Health Check

THE ‘ENVELOPE’ – the outside of your building that keeps the warmth in and the weather out

2.3.1 Walls
	What are they made of?

Note: Some traditional materials are better for insulation than others. Cob walls, for instance, are noted as having U-values (the ability to transfer heat) that are as low as modern insulation materials, i.e. that they keep the building’s temperature at comfortable levels in just the same way.

Some things to consider:

Is this the same material through the wall, or is the outside a skin of material covering a core of something else?


	

	Is there any evidence that the walls include a cavity?

Note: Most domestic buildings constructed after 1919 include a cavity between two skins of brick, which can make a big difference to how well they insulate the building. They are also a great opportunity to improve insulation by filling them with an insulating material.


	

	Do they have a damp course?

Note: Preventing rising damp can make a wall more thermally efficient, but there may be issues with adding a damp course to some walls of traditional forms of construction 
(seek professional guidance if in doubt).


	

	How thick is the wall?

Note: Traditional solid walls act as heat reservoirs, but this effect depends on the depth of material used (the thicker the wall the better the thermal performance).


	

	Is there evidence of water penetration or damp?

Note: Damp walls act as heat bridges, taking warmth out of your building and creating cold areas inside. Also, damp wall can facilitate the growth of mould, with ill consequences for the health of people inside the building, as well as posing a risk to the structure of the building, which could decay as a result of it. Damp can show up on the walls in a number of ways – including white salt-staining, darker patches, areas of crumbling masonry or areas where algae or plants have started to grow. Common causes are rising damp from the ground, which may be exacerbated by blocked or cracked drains, overflowing gutters or rainwater hoppers, or the effect of salts in the soot and tar in chimneys.


	

	Are there any gaps or cracks that could result in draughts or trap moisture?
	

	Any other consideration:


2.3.2 Roof

	What is the roof covered with?
	

	Is there any evidence of gaps or leaks that would reduce its efficiency? 

Evidence might include missing tiles, gaps under the eaves, or even plants growing. If it’s safe, try getting into the roofspace, if you can see chinks of light through the roof, cold air will be getting in.


	

	Can you see any gaps or loose areas of lead flashing at the joins of the roof and chimneys or parapets?


	

	What sort of insulation is there in the roofspace?
	

	How deep is the insulation?

	

	Does air need to move around (ventilate) a cold roof, or can it be sealed?
	

	Any other consideration:


2.3.3 Windows

	What styles of windows does the building have?
	

	What materials are they made from?

	

	Do you know if they have already had any enhancements such as brush seals or secondary glazing to improve their efficiency?
	

	Do they fit well in their frames?

Windows may have changed shape over time. If they have become loose in their frames they may be letting in cold air.


	

	Are the frames well fitted to the wall?

Gaps around the frames can create draughts, letting cold air into your building.
	

	Is there any evidence that they need repair or maintenance?

If they aren’t regularly sanded, painted and repaired when broken, timber windows can rot and become draughty and let in moisture. Often the damage can be repaired by a specialist craftsman as it tends to only affect a specific part of the window.


	

	Is there any evidence of excessive condensation on the glass or frames?

Pooling water on the window sill, or a build-up of mould suggests that cold draughts are meeting moist air at windows. This suggests there is a need to manage moisture and air flows which might include enhancing your windows.

	

	Any other consideration:


2.3.4 Doors

	What styles of doors does the building have?


	

	What materials are they made from?


	

	Do you know if they have already had any enhancements such as brush seals or draught lobbies?


	

	Do they fit well in their frames?

Doors may have changed shape over time. If they have become loose in their frames they may be letting in cold air.

	

	Are the frames well fitted to the wall?

Gaps around the frames can create draughts, letting cold air into your building.

	

	Is there any evidence that they need repair or maintenance?

If they aren’t regularly sanded and painted, timber doors can rot and become draughty and let in moisture. Often the damage can be repaired by a specialist craftsman as it tends to only affect a specific part of the door. Cracked window panes can also let in a surprising amount of cold air.


	

	Is there any evidence of excessive condensation around the door way?

A build-up of mould around the doorway suggests that cold draughts are meeting moist air. This suggests there is a need to manage moisture and air flows which might include enhancing your door or improving ventilation elsewhere.


	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.5 Rainwater Goods and Drains

Buildings are designed with the need to remove rainwater from their structure and surroundings. Where this stops happening, the walls and roof can become damp, reducing their energy efficiency.
	When were the gutters and hoppers last cleaned of moss or fallen leaves?
	

	Is there any evidence that the gutters and downpipes aren’t working properly?

Staining on the walls, including growths of algae can show where gutters are overflowing or cracked pipes are leaking.  Plants growing in gutters or rainwater hoppers are a sign that a serious blockage has developed. Parapets can also trap fallen leaves and should be cleared each year.


	

	Are there any wet or boggy areas around the building that might indicate whether drains are blocked or cracked?
	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.6 Chimneys

	Are the chimneys being used?

	

	If they aren’t used, have they been capped to prevent water getting in?
	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.7 Ventilation

	Does air move freely around the outside of your building, or are there areas where vegetation or buildings restrict air movement creating a damp atmosphere?

Poor air circulation can prevent a building from drying out adequately and may affect both internal and external conditions. These areas often feel cool and damp, whilst moss, algae and even fungi can become established on hard surfaces.


	

	Any other consideration:




THE INSIDE – Your living / working environment and the means by which you heat, light and ventilate it.

2.3.8 Walls

	What sort of coverings are there on the interior walls?

For example, are walls plastered or covered by timber panelling?

	

	Are there any areas of mould or is staining condensation developing on cold surfaces?
	

	Are there any areas of loose plaster or damp patches low down on walls that might suggest moisture is coming up from the ground?
	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.9 Floors

	Do they conduct heat out of the building?

For instance, through gaps and cracks?
	

	Are there gaps and cracks that cause excessive draughts?
	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.10 Windows

	Are they making the most of natural light?

Are your windows in good working order and clean? 

North-facing windows will provide plenty of diffused natural light without the heat gains, while west and south facing ones may need sheltering as they may cause glare and over-heating. 
	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.12 Doors between rooms

	Do they fit their frames well?

Where doors have gaps around them they can let draughts circulate around the building, potentially reducing the efficiency of your heating and spreading moisture from areas like bathrooms and kitchens.

	

	Do you normally close them or leave them open?
	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.13 Heating

What sorts of heating does your building have?

	< + efficiency - >
	Electrical storage heaters
	

	
	Electric panel/bar/fan heaters
	

	
	Coal fires
	

	
	Gas fires
	

	
	Pumped warm air system
	

	
	Central heating radiators with a central boiler
	

	
	Underfloor heating
	

	
	Wood open fires
	

	
	Woodburning/solid fuel stoves
	

	
	Ground source heat pump
	

	
	Air source heat pump
	


If your building has one or more heating boilers what sort of fuel does it use?

	< - carbon + >
	Solid fuel (coal/anthracite)
	

	
	Oil
	

	
	Gas
	

	
	Biomass (woodchip/pellets)
	


Which forms of control does your heating have?

	< + efficiency - >
	“I turn it on when I’m cold”
	

	
	Thermostat control on electric panel heaters
	

	
	Timer control on the boiler
	

	
	Central thermostat
	

	
	Dial (thermostatic) valves on each radiator
	

	
	Programmed heating control system with separately managed ’zones’
	


	Are hot water/heating pipes lagged or otherwise insulated?
	


2.3.14 Lighting

What types of bulbs/lamps are installed? (from least to highest energy efficiency)

	< + efficiency - >
	Traditional Tungsten filament/ Incandescent (standard non energy saving)
	

	
	Halogen bulbs or spotlights 
	

	
	Fluorescent strip lights
	

	
	Compact Fluorescent Lamp (CFL) or energy saving bulbs
	

	
	Light Emitting Diodes (LEDs)
	


How is this controlled?

	Individual switches
	

	Timers
	

	Daylight/light level sensors
	

	Movement sensors
	


2.3.15 Ventilation 

	Do the ‘wet rooms’ (e.g. kitchens, bathrooms and W.C.s) have extractor fans ventilating them to the outside of the building?


	

	Have these been cleaned and are they in good working order? 

Extractor fans can become clogged or less efficient if they are not cleared of dust and/or grease regularly.


	

	Do you close the doors to these rooms when doing things that are likely to increase humidity?

It may seem obvious, but leaving the bathroom door open after having a shower reduces how effective your extractor fan is at removing moisture and allows moisture out into the rest of your building.  This will exacerbate any condensation problems you may have.

	

	How long ago were they installed?

Over time, motors will become less efficient.


	

	Any other consideration:




2.3.16 How do you use your building?

	What time of the day are you in your building or is you building most in use?

	

	Do you use your building more or less at weekends?

	

	Do you keep your building at a standard temperature or do you vary the temperature for different times or occasions?

	

	Any other consideration:
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