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Listen, do you want to know a secret?

Apologies for yet another song title from the 1960’s but I suppose it does prove that I must be a little long in the tooth and have a bit of a track record, and I would hope that my knowledge and experience I have picked up over the years could be put to good use and I am happy to share my knowledge with anyone that wants to learn.  Sadly on this island there seems to be a situation where local builders either don’t want to know or just do not understand, or more than likely would rather not understand and save a pound or two and increase their profit margin. Let me give you a couple of examples.

Dampness in buildings is caused by two major problems, one is rising damp caused by capillary attraction (osmosis) through the structure, and the other one is penetrating damp caused by the lack of weathertightness of the structure.  There was a time in Northern Europe, and in my case Britain, where these problems were recognised but not easily solved.  From Elizabethan to Victorian times the gentry had an easy way of solving the problem, they would sandwich themselves in the middle of the house away from these nasty problems and allow the servants to live and work in the basement with the rising damp and sleep on the top floors amongst the penetrating damp.  The gentry happy in ignorant bliss of the problems encountered.  Well that was hundreds of years ago and since then there has been much research and development, resulting in By-Laws and Building Regulations being introduced in the mid 20th century to set standards and specifications to stop this from happening.  Since then with the advent of more sophisticated materials, with polymers and plastics, the efficiency of damp proofing property has improved more and more.  On this island things have been in a time warp for many years, and that was part of the quaintness of being here and Europeans were happy to live their life in the same way as the locals, largely living in traditional style properties and learning to live with the accepted rising damp and the occasional damp patch evident during the winter.  With the advent of what could be described as the more recent building boom, modern structures are being built to resemble the more traditional Northern European property, but sadly some of the old building problems in respect of damp can be found here in the new properties.  These problems are accepted as something that cannot be resolved.  With a little knowledge and basic understanding of the building structure these could be overcome.  Yes, some sort of damp proof course is installed in parts of the structure – if you are lucky!  But there seems to be a lack of understanding that this damp proof course must form part of an effective barrier for the whole of the structure, otherwise it will fail, a bit like building a leaky boat – it will sink eventually.  I have tried to explain this problem to builders but in the main I get the same response “we’ve always built them like this and we ain’t changing”.  The other problem we have is that we have developers who were previously for example hotel receptionists and school teachers and building operatives who were previously tilling the soil, so what hope is there unless some kind of education process takes place? or unless the Government takes the initiative and sets some kind of proper Building Regulation and inspection process.

How about penetrating damp?  The simple solution to solving much of the penetrating damp is to build a pitched tiled roof.  Great if it is done properly but again some first principles of understanding are required. The supporting roof structure must be adequate in size with timber being of good quality, square and true, not as I often see – warped and bodged.  A secondary defence of underfelting is best provided, something we have done in Britain since the 1930’s and just catching on here, although the underfelting used here is of varying qualities, one appears to break down within twelve months and is therefore next to useless.  How about the tiling?  In Britain now tiling manufacturers have computer programmes so that specifiers can easily specify the overlap on the tiles and the minimum specification for nailing, to ensure that they remain a weathertight barrier even in strong winds – and yes, we do get them here!  I was at a property this week where the roofers must have full time jobs as croupiers, they were laying the tiles at a speed as they would deal cards with no understanding of the necessity to fix the tiles. Luckily the developer was on site and I tried to explain to him the necessity of nailing not all the tiles but specific rows, which is one of the first principles of building construction I learnt at college.  Unfortunately the developer is a Geography Teacher and he didn’t even know there were holes in the tiles where you could put the nails through!  So what hope is there?  This house is in a very exposed position and if this is not done properly there will undoubtedly be problems with ‘flying’ tiles.   

The other example of builders not understanding basic principles is from another property I am supervising the construction of.  This property is being built close to a ravine where there is a necessity for a retaining wall to be built.  The builder is ducking and diving his responsibilities here, even though the requirement for a retaining wall was written into the contract.  His idea of a compromise is that the unconsolidated spoil pushed over the bank of the ravine will support a traditional wall and when the spoil slips into the ravine the wall will stay!!  I have seen most things for sale here but never ‘sky hooks’ because they will certainly be required to anchor this wall!  

I have spent some time this week with a pool specialist who has exactly the same trouble in trying to educate builders here.  The Australians have been building pools for a long time now and the source of knowledge that can be gained from Australia about pool construction is limitless.  Some basic first principles, beyond making the pool structure solid so that it does not fall apart and keeping it watertight, appear to be ignored by builders here. The most popular type of pool being built here is the overflow type which does require some knowledge and understanding, firstly to get the pool edging level and ensure the edging stones are effectively bonded to the pool structure in a watertight manner, this is usually the first failure here.  Secondly the adjacent gulley should be watertight, this is usually the second failure.  The balance tank should firstly be watertight and secondly should benefit from an overflow to allow excess water in times of heavy rain to discharge and not cause problems, usually in the adjacent pump room.  Another failure all for the sake of casting into the construction 10 pence worth of plastic piping.  The pool specialist gets the same response that I usually get “we’ve always built them this way, why should we change?”.

I would hope that the years, if not centuries, of what we call research and development over time could be understood and taken on board by builders and developers here, rather than ignore the advice that can be offered by many professionals who would be only too pleased to help.  The only research and development from Northern Europe they seem to understand are the sophistication of a modern four wheel drive vehicle!  Sadly the sophistication of their properties is nearer to the old Turkish built Dogan.
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Don’t worry when this spoil slips into the ravine the boundary wall will still remain!!
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What chance do these tiles around the pool have of being watertight?








