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A heartfelt speech to the planning
committee and some hard graft
were key to Matt and Sarah
Switzer’s self build project -
which they've since extended to
achieve their ultimate dream home

WORDS JANE CRITTENDEN PHOTOS NIKHILESH HAVAL

alt Switzer had long hoped to sell build and

tulfilled his dream in 2018 by completing a

stunning vak frame cottage with his wife,

Sarah. & couple of years later, they decided to
improve their forever home by adding an extension. “We had
the wow factor with our vaulted entrance hall, but the original
planning restrictions only allowed us to build one-and-a-half
storeys, which meant upstairs didn't have the same feel)’ says MatL.
“Our master bedroom was somewhat enclosed with its dormer
windows, so we decided to build up and out over the room below”

Securing the plot

Roll back to 2016 and Matt had his eye on a large overgrown
patch of land between houses in the couple's North Essex village.
Located just outside the development boundary, the site had

a chequered planning history with eight refusals. However, Matt
often wondered about the plot’s potential. He didn't seriously
start considering building there a viable option until the family
outgrew their cottage with its small garden,

“I walked the dog past the site every day and often thought ‘what
if...7 but T only took the plunge when we discovered bigger houses
in the area were out of our budget,’ says Matt. “We didn't want to
move away, 50 | wrote to the landowner, asking if we could try for
planning permission with first refusal to buy if we were successul”
However, the 1.5-acre site was too big for the Switzers alone, and

the owner didn’t want to split the plot.
So they came to an agreement: Matt
would apply to build two houses with
the view that the Switzers would share
the cost of the land with someone else.
The couple put out the feelers in their
village and, one evening, Sarah got chatting
to Dawn Truscott about the project at
their book club. “Dawn and her husband,
Kevin were committed and also liked
the idea of building in oak,” says Matt. “We joined forces and
prepared our planning application together”

Planning obstacles

Both couples agreed they didn't want to commit to spending £1,000s
on a design when the chances of getting planning consent were so
small. "We approached a number of oak framers asking if we could
use Lwo ofl-the-shell designs in our planning application for a
small fee (or for free) with the intention of sticking with them if

we got planning, says Matt. “No one was interested except Welsh
Oak Frame, who were really accommodating from the outset”

The Switzers chose the company’s WOF | (a cottage design) as
they liked the dual aspect open-plan space and glazed features,
They made small tweals to turn the porch into more of a statement
with an oak canopy, and created a vaulted entrance hall. “We were
in a strange situation, as we had to go for full planning rather than
outline because the council were so set against the land being built
on,’ says Matt. “We were under pressure to get the design right,
but we also didn't want to get too emotionally invested, nor waste
our money in case our application went nowhere

The two couples meticulously studied the historical planning
refusals and put together a 30- page document addressing each
point. The council’'s main concerns related to the site being outside
the local development boundary and over-development of the
plot. However, a shortage of affordable and suitable housing stock
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Far left: The gable roof
on the new exdension
has been clad in cedar
and painted grey ta
match the joinery and
cladding on the side
section. The handmade
Brookhurst Wentworth
clay roof tiles from
Sahtas tie in with the
rest of the house

Left: The mortgage
company wouldn't
allow timber cladding
on the oak build, so
the couple decided

to render the main part
of the property and
usad painted cedar
planks on the side
section and the

new extension

in the area worked in the couples’ favour, as did building in oals,
which ticked boxes [or sustainability and blending in with the
countryside. After submitting their application in September
2016, they were told to wait until two clear years had passed
since the previous rejection. Luckily, that was only a couple
of months away, so in January 2017 they tried again. But the
planning officer recommended a refusal. “There was astrong
feeling that granting permission would open the floodgates to
local development;' says Matt, “We understood people thought
we might build and move on but that was never our intention.”
Twao local councillors then showed their support by using
their authority to call in the couples’ application for deliberation
by the planning committee - and everything changed. “The
meeting cracked open a window of opportunity as Sarah and
Dawn were allowed to speak for a few minutes Lo justily our
reasons for building,” says Matt. "The committee members
came to look at our site and then voted unanimously in our

]

[avour — and the dream began Lo become real

Further complications
By now it was April 2017, but there was another hurdle to jump.
Old maps and documents raised a query over whether the land
actually belonged to the owner. “Our solicitor advised we pull
out, but I felt it was a risk worth taking after reassurance from
the landowner, says Matt. “However, a big sticking point was that
we couldn’t get a mortgage until the land was registered in our
name — yet we'd already paid for the plot and sold our house.”

Luckily, things worked out and it ended up being a risk worth
taking. The Switzers bought half an acre of the land for £300,000
and were given permission to build a three-bedroom, one-and-
a-half storey property. The sale of their home funded the land
purchase, and they came to an arrangement with their buyers
that allowed them to rent the house back for a year.

With a £250,000 budget and a self build mortgage from Saflron
Building Society, Matt and Sarah needed to pin down the project
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NAMES Matthew & Sarah Switzer

OCCUPATIONS Air traffic
ller & fi admini
LOCATION Essex

TYPE OF PROJECT Seif build,
plus later extension

STYLE Traditional cottage
with contemporary elements

CONSTRUCTION METHOD
Oak frame

PROJECT ROUTE

Oak frame specialist design, with
homeowners project managing
PLOT SIZE 0.5 acres

LAND COST £300,000

BOUGHT 2017

HOUSE SIZE 185m*

(inc! 12m? extension)

PROJECT COST £338,950

(incl £50,750 extension)
PROJECT COSTPERM2 £1,832
VAT RECLAIM £2,400 (self build only)
TOTAL COST £638,950

BUILDING WORK COMMENCED
November 2017 for the self build;
April 2022 for the extension

BUILDING WORK TOOK
11 months for the self build;
three months for the extension

CURRENT VALUE £1,100,000

Abaove: The four-bay
oak frame structure
forms an apen plan
layout, which includes
the kitchen, dining area,
kids’ TV space and a
home office. Italian
parcelain flooring from
Stone Superstore is
fitted over Heatmiser's
underfloor heating,
installed by Eco
Erergy UK

Extending above the sunroom has made a great TV
spol that the kids love, Previously, it had a glazed roof,
which meant it would ovarheat in the warmer months

costs. After getting a quote from Welsh OQak Frame, they did their
due diligence. “A competitor gave us a full turnkey quote, where

they would take on the project from start to finish, but it was very
expensive, says Matt, “Anyway, our loyalty was always with Welsh
Oak who had played an essential role in helping us get planning
and we were hugely grateful to them”

Getting hands on

Main contractor quotes soon proved too expensive and, despite
having no experience, Matt quickly realised he'd have to take on
the role of project manager. Working shifts in air traffic control
made it possible for him to be on site at some point every day, but
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it took a huge amount of time and effort to juggle the two roles.
Matt boldly got stuck in with sourcing trades — sometimes sharing
with Dawn and Kevin — buying materials, managing costs and
timings. The project broke ground in November 2017, soon after
the Truscotts, but straightaway Matt ran into problems. “We'd
pretty much tossed a coin to decide which side to build on and
Sarah and | chose left for no reason at all — but that decision
cost us!” says Matt. “We had two large trees and had to dig deep
foundations to accommodate the roots, which meant that the
entirety of our £8,000 contingency went into the ground.”
Groundworker, Chris Gough, proved to be an invaluable team
member as he was also an experienced carpenter. “Chris had built

Above: A grand
inglenook fireplace

is a focal feature

in the living room.
The Audley Antigue
brckwark, from Huws
Gray, matches the
external chimney
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Left: Fixed double-
glazed panels sit
alongside windows
that can be opened
in the comer of the
E!p["!l 1'|J=F1I] space,
whichisused asa
dual home office

Below: Tweaking the
original off-the-shelf

design to go double

height creales the

wow factor as yOL]
come into the housa
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TAKING ON JOBS you can do yourself
will save £1,000s, | fitted all the insulation
and Sarah and | taped the mernbranes

to make sure our house was airtight.
{ USING INTEGRATED ROOF

{ SOLAR PANELS meant that we
i didr'tneed to buy as many roof tiles,
i which saved us around £2,000.

WORKING WITH WELSH OAK
FRAME proved invaluable, as our lack of
self build experience meant we could have
i struggled al times. The team was always

i atthe end of the phona to help guide us-
before and after the frame went in.

T

Right: The staircase
separates the children's
bedrooms from the
master and guest
bedroom, Here the

oak is infilled, which
creates an insulative
bamer to the two loft
spaces either side

his own house and was full of advice, so [ worked alongside him
for the rest of the project,’ says Matt, “The team at Welsh Oak
Frame were always at the end of the phone and had plenty of time
and patience for my questions. It was a gruelling 11 months, but
it was the only way Sarah and I could afford to build the house!”

Phase two

From the start, the Switzers viewed their project as their forever
home. But three years later they felt the need to tweak the design.
“We never went through a traditional design process, as we were
working on the basis we might not get planning to build the house,”
says Matt. “Over time, a couple of niggles set in with the master
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bedroom and single storev sunroom below.” The glass roof often
made the space too hot to use and upstairs felt cramped beneath
the sloping ceilings. “Mostly we lacked visual impact upstairs,

s0 we decided to extend our bedroom over the sunroom,” Matt
continues. “In the end, the headache over the foundations worked
in our favour as they were deep enough to carry the extraload”

In February 2021, Matt and Sarah went back to Welsh Oak
Frame. The redesign created a fourth bedroom (the old master is
now the guest room) while their spacious new bedroom has an
impressive vaulted ceiling and oak truss. Within 12 weeks, the
couple had planning approval but waited until spring the following
year to avoid a winter build. 'The project was completed in summer
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The new master bedroom benefits from a glorious
vaulted ceiling with an oak truss and a Juliet balcony

overlooking the garden. By doing the extension
project, the couple also gained a laundry cupboard
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Renewable setup... —

With no gas in the village and frequent power cuts, the Switzers
decided to invest in renewables. Although they had space for a
ground source heat pump, air source proved more affordable,
which they've combined with a MVHR system. Solar PV panels
are integrated into the roof, and in summer they often generate
enough power to last late into the evening, while in winter it
tends to run out around 6pm. Adding a 13.5kW Tesla Powerwall
battery this year has streamlined the whole system. “The battery
is really efficient now that energy is so expensive and allows us to prioritise where

electricity goes,” says Matt. “Once the house demand has been met, the solar PVs

charge the battery, then any excess helps to charge our cars. Sometimes we top it up overnight
with cheaper, off-peak electricity. It’s great as the setup uses algorithms automatically to adjust
the overnight battery capacity according to the weather. So if a storm is forecast, it will charge
the battery to full in case theres a power cut — we have our own mini off-grid supply”

Infe@f’d‘red solar ?’»:?F
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2022 and the new addition isa hit with the whole family. “We've TOTALBUILD COST BREAKDOWN

only added about 12m? but it's completely changed the look and
feel of our home and how we use it,” says Matt, “The vak truss
and exposed purlins have transformed our bedroom” But the SELF BUILD COSTS ONLY
unexpected surprise for the family is the ability to use the sunroom Elements Costm? Cost o

Total cost

downstairs as the kids' TV space, now that the rooflights are gone.
“That space is used every day,’ says Matt. “The extension became

Site preliminaries £60 4% £10,300
the missing link — the house feels balanced now and we have

style impact throughout. Sarah and Lare delighted” SHoMRdwsIs & fouliaancns =i aen - AGRI0
Roof £149 9% £25,700
Oak frame £396 24%; £68,500
@ Floor plans Walls & floors £106 6%  £18300
IS e o 2tk

Electrics. £51 3%  £8900

Plumbing £44 3% £7600
__ Living raom | Renewables £64 4% £11,000
(4 . Joinery £158  10%  £27400
I Kitchen £58 3% £10,000

b s ! l -—|—|—|~T Bathrooms £29 20 £5000

h ; Y & Insulation £49 3% £8,500

. 1% £4,000

[ ——— _I Landscaping 223
: Garage £32 20 £5,600

Miscellanecus 251 3% 28,800

|
. utiy ~~ B
Qi Sioot - EXTENSION COSTS ONLY
I Elements Costm? Cost% Total cost
Site preliminaries £350 8%  £4.200
I Roof £542 13%  £6500
B FRaiditini Oak & timber frame £1616 38%  £19400
Walls & floors £250 6% £3,000
Windows & doors £250 6% £3,000
o I l Electrics £292 % £3,500
H B
g I Plumbing £142 3% £1,700
Renewables 283 20 £1,000
T
I Joinery £500  12%  £6,000
e S | Bedroom insulation £121 3% £1,450
' ”’::fnf@ Miscellaneous £83 2% £1,000
First floor Ensuite Note: The costs shown here reflect the original pricas for materials, labour

and services at the time this project was undertaken. As a general guide,
inflation in the construction market runs at about 3%-4% per annum
(although current rates of inflation are significantly higher),

Useful contacts

OAK FRANME Welsh Oak Frame 01686 688000 www.welshoakframe.com GROUNDWORKS Down to Earth Groundworks 01799 543441 SCAFFOLDING
CM23 Scaffolding 07534 138938 www.ecm23scaffolding.com JOINERY Gowercroft Joinery 01773 2300510 www.gowercroft.co.uk Dale Joinery 0BOB 3044870
www.dalejoinery.co.uk AlR SOURCE HEAT PUMP, SOLAR PV (MAIN HOUSE), PLUMBING, MECHAMNICAL VENTILATION & HEAT RECOVERY SYSTEM,
UNDERFLOOR HEATING Eco Energy UK 01763 258536 www.eco-energyuk.co.uk TESLA POWERWALL & SOLAR PV (GARAGE) lgloo Environmental

01376 555190 www.igloo-eco.com ROOF TILES Sahtas 01604 434909 www.sahtas.co.uk BRICKS Huws Gray www.huwsgray.co uk KITCHEN Units Online
01823 68581 7 www.unitsonline.co.uk FLOOR TILES Stone Superstore 0161 277 6850 www.slonesuperstors.co.uk WO ODBEURNER Suffolk Stove Installations
Q7717 712344 www.suffolkstoveinstallations.co.uk SHOWER TILES Tile Mountain 01782 223822 www.tilemountain.co.uk
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