Selfbuild Associations

Looking back and looking forwards

The Association of Selfbuilders – some reminiscences

The Association of SelfBuilders (the ASB) was founded in 1991, and I was one of the four founders. Three of us lived in Leicester:

Rob Pocock, the founding architect of Tangent Design;

Martin Field, who was then involved in a group selfbuild project, and who is now promoting cohousing; 

Myself. I had already done a couple of selfbuilds, and I had just published “Practical House Building” under the imprint of Blackberry Books. 

The fourth founder was Tony Lush, from Gloucestershire, who was, and still is, a DIY advisor. 

In the early Nineties, selfbuild was just starting to make an impression on the public consciousness. The first selfbuild magazine, Build It, had come out in 1989, and in 1990 the magazine had promoted the first selfbuild exhibition of modern times, at Alexandra Palace, London. I was there selling books about selfbuild. They went like the proverbial hot cakes, showing the public’s thirst for knowledge about the subject.

It had been very different when I had built my first selfbuild a decade earlier. At that time, selfbuild had seemed a cranky idea, and I had never heard of anyone building their own home. Nonetheless, there must have been some people who were doing it because a company called Design and Materials supplied ‘kits’ for selfbuilders, and I used one for my first selfbuild. The company was run by Murray Armor, the original author of ‘Building Your Own Home’. (The book is now in its eighteenth edition, and written by Murray’s protégé, David Snell.) Actually, the new-found interest in selfbuild was only a rediscovery of what many years earlier had been a common practice. A book with the same title as Murray’s had been published around the end of the Victorian era, and it really was about building – it even included advice on firing your own bricks! And the early Ideal Homes exhibitions, started in 1908, were aimed at people who were building their own home, or at least having a home built under their own direction.

The basic rationale for the ASB was the spreading of information for selfbuilders. We held some good talks, notably one by Murray Armor, who was himself a member of the association, and one by David Robbens. His talk at the RIBA building in London introduced our members to the new-fangled, Continental way of heating, namely underfloor heating – selfbuilders are much faster than commercial builders in taking up innovative ideas. (By the way, if you want to know what is the latest, new-fangled Continental technology which will eventually become the norm over here, find out about the ‘Passivhaus’ concept.) 

During the Nineties, the ASB grew to a membership of about 350, and there were even some local groups established. 

However, structurally there was a problem for the association. Most voluntary groups are run by enthusiasts who share an ongoing interest in a subject. We found that most of our members had only a transient interest in selfbuild. They were interested when they were considering a build, and, of course, while they were doing it. But once they were comfortably settled in their new home they no longer maintained an active interest. In the last few years, there were not enough enthusiastic members coming forward to join the committee. Moreover, the events organised by the committee, whether talks or site visits, came to be poorly attended. Perhaps that was because there has come to be an abundance of information available for selfbuilders – three magazines, many selfbuild exhibitions, permanent selfbuild centres, TV programmes, and of course, the world wide web. My own view, though, is that there is nothing better than talking face to face with other selfbuilders and visiting their sites.

Nonetheless, over its last three years the ASB found a valuable new role. In 2004, an exhaustive Government report by Kate Barker had been published – the Review of Housing Supply. Not once in the 110 pages of this report did selfbuild get a mention. That was a wake up call to the ASB, and subsequently the association made contributions to ‘Building a Greener Future’ (a planning policy statement), to the ‘Callcutt Review of Housebuilding Delivery’, and then to ‘Homebuilding in the UK’ (a market study by the Office of Fair Trading, published in the autumn of 2008). This last report mentions selfbuild no less than 50 times, so I think the ASB was successful in raising the consciousness of selfbuild amongst the bureaucrats of Whitehall.

Transition

Anyway, the decision was taken in 2007 to wind up the ASB at the end of 2008. Over this period, Valerie Bearne, the vice chair of the ASB, and her architect Paul Richards, got together with Ted Stevens of Build It magazine, and Tim Doherty of Buildstore, and with the support of a several individuals and companies they founded a new selfbuild association, the National Self Build Association (NaSBA). As many would-be selfbuilders are aware, the biggest difficulty often comes at the start of the process: finding a building plot. There has long been a dearth of individual plots offered for sale, but NaSBA intends to get that changed.

In winding up the ASB, its members were offered free membership of NaSBA, and most of the ASB’s funds were transferred to NaSBA to create a new annual award – for the selfbuilder achieving the most outstanding build of the year. The fine detail of this award is being worked out by NaSBA, but the award will be named in memory of Murray Armor, who did so much to get selfbuild established in Britain. 

The National Self Build Association – going forward

There is much that the new association, NaSBA, can do to influence Government thinking. Changes have to be made so that more individual plots are made available to selfbuilders. The changes could come about voluntarily if only the commercial housebuilders were to realise they could make a substantial, quick profit by selling serviced plots, rather than building houses on all their plots – and banal houses at that. If the commercial housebuilders don’t do this voluntarily, they should be made to do it as part of their planning permission. (The way that the big housebuilders have such a stranglehold on the building of new houses – through their control of land with planning permission – is a peculiarly British phenomenon, and not a good one.)

The other thing that Government needs to realise is that selfbuilders are much more innovative than commercial housebuilders. The government will need a lot of innovation to get to zero-carbon housing by 2016. The target may be unrealistic – watch out for how they are going to fudge the definition of ‘zero carbon’ – but we could get a long way towards it. Many innovations need to be tried out, and we need to find out by experience which innovations work and which don’t. 

To increase innovation in housebuilding, the government needs to release the pent-up energies of would-be selfbuilders, and to achieve this the government needs to ensure that many more individual building plots are made available.

The new association, NaSBA, has commercial backing which will allow professional lobbying of Government. As a first step, the association has sent a detailed report to all MP’s and MEP’s explaining the benefits of selfbuild. Hopefully, NaSBA will be able to raise further the awareness in government circles of the importance of selfbuild.

I do hope, though, that NaSBA will still be a vehicle by which selfbuilders can meet each other and exchange experiences, and that it will not be solely an association representing the commercial interests of the selfbuild industry. I urge selfbuilders to join the new association and to make their voice heard – the subscription for 2009 is only £5!

FURTHER INFO:

Tangent Architects

Award winning architects in Leicester.

www.tangentarchitects.com.

UK Cohousing Network

Cohousing combines private personal/family space with the opportunity and intention to share communal resources between neighbours. 

www.cohousing.org.uk.
Blackberry Books

Publishers of “All About Selfbuild” (£22) and “Practical House Building” (£18), both by Robert Matthews.

www.blackberry-books.co.uk.

Tony Lush

DIY advisor and author of “Garden Buildings Manual” (£18).

www.tonylush.co.uk.

Design and Materials

Long established selfbuild company.

www.designandmaterials.uk.com.

NaSBA

Campaigning to increase the proportion of building land which is made available to selfbuilders.

www.nasba.org.uk.

BADSBA 

Valerie Bearne chairs the Bath & District Self Build Association. By popular demand the association now supports and informs selfbuilders nationwide.

www.bathselfbuild.co.uk. 

Architecture Verte

Paul Richards and son are architects in Wiltshire supporting selfbuild.

www.verte.co.uk.
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