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The Australian dream of building a house on a new suburban
b l o c k  o f  l a nd  i s  b e c o m i ng  m o r e  c o s t l y  a nd  l e s s  c o nv e ni e n t  a s  o u r 
c i t i e s  g r o w  b i g g e r .  Mo r e  p e o p l e  a r e  t u r n i n g  t o  b u y i n g  c l o s e r  i n
a n d  a l t e r i n g .  We  a r e  n o w  c r e a t i n g  h y b r i d  h o u s e s ,  b uil t  1 92 0 ,
r e bui l t  1 9 8 6 . Do ne  we ll  i t 's  a  go o d  wa y  of  ho us i ng  o ur s e l v e s .

WHY DO YOU WANT TO ALTER IT?
T h e r e  a r e  a  n u mb e r  o f  r e a s o n s  w h y  y o u  mi g h t  l o o k  a t  a  h o u s e  w i t h  the
intention of buying and altering it.

• Y o u  mi g h t  r e a l l y  wa n t  t o  l i v e  i n  a  l o c a l i t y  t h a t  i s  h a n d y  t o  s h o p s ,  t r a n s p o r t , 
e n t e r t a i n me n t ,  w o r k ,  s c h o o l s , b e a c h e s  o r  t h e  b u s h , a n d  t h e  o n l y  h o u s e s 
a v a i l a b l e  a r e  5 0  o r  m o r e  y e a r s  o u t  o f  d a t e  a n d  t h e  k i t c h e n s ,  b a t h r o o m s  a n d 
s t y l e  d o n ' t  c o m e  u p  t o  s c r a t c h . 

• Y o u  m i g h t  o n l y  b e  a b l e  t o  a f f o r d  t o  b u y  a  s m a l l e r  o r  l o w e r  c o s t  h o u s e , b u t 
h o p e  t o  i mp r o v e  o r  e x p a n d  i t  l a t e r  wh e n  y o u  h a v e  mo r e  m o n e y ,  o r  w i t h  y o u r 
o w n  t i m e  a n d  l a b o u r . 

• Y o u  m a y  h a v e  f a l l e n  i n  l o v e  w i t h  a  s t y l e  o f  a r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  y e s t e r y e a r , 
b u t  a r e  u n w i l l i n g  t o  l i v e  w i t h  t h e  s t a n d a r d s  o f  a me n i t i e s  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n s  o r 
t u r n - o f - t h e - c e n t u r y  Au s t r a l i a n s . 

• Yo u  mi g h t  wa n t  t o  l i v e  a r o u n d  n e i g h b o u r s  wh o  h a v e  y o u r  c u l t u r a l  preferences
and lifestyle, and the only housing available near them needs upgrading.

• You might have lived in the house for a while, and increases in family size, or
improvement in financial circumstances, may result i n  y o u  c o n s i d e r i n g 
a l t e r a t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  m o v i n g  t o  a  n e w  h o u s e .

W h a t e v e r  y o u r  o w n  r e a s o n s ,  i t  h e l p s  t o  b e  c l e a r  a b o u t  y o u r  motives.
Yo u  c e r t a i n l y  d o n 't  wa n t  t o  b e  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  h a v i n g  b o u g h t  a  h o u s e  wi t h 

n o  i n t e n t i o n  o f  a l t e r i n g  i t  a n d  f i n d  y o u  n e e d  t o , b e c a u s e  you didn't check it out
properly to begin with.

Re-read Chapter 12, 'Buying Housing' before you even consider b u y i n g  t o 
a l t e r . T h e  s t e p s  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h a t  c h a p t e r  a p p l y  e q u a l l y  t o  buying with the purpose
of altering, except there are some additional things to consider.

P a y  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  p r e p a r i n g  y o u r  o wn  c h e c k  l i s t  a n d  i n s p e c t i n g  t h e 
p r o p e r t y .  T h i s  c h a p t e r  wi l l  a d d  t o  b o t h ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  y o u r  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t s .
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CHECKING OUT SPACE AND GEOMETRY
Th i s  i s  n o t  t h e  t i t l e  o f  a  c h a p t e r  o n  s p a c e  t r a v e l , a l t h o u g h  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f 
s o m e - p e o p l e  a s  n e wc o me r s  t o  t h e  r e a l m  o f  'h o me  a l t e r a t i o n s ' m a y  p e r s u a d e  t h e m
t h a t  t h e y 'v e  a r r i v e d  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t  world.

I t  i s  r ea l l y  a b o ut  f i nd i n g  o u t  wh e t h er  t he  a d di t i o n y o u  wa n t  o n  th e  h o u s e  y o u 'r e 
c o n s i d e r i n g  b u y i n g , o r  a r e  n o w l i v i n g  i n ,  wi l l  f i t . 
There are a number of basic directions you can Cake in adding s p a c e  t o  a  h o u s e . 
T h e y  a r e : 

1 Si d e wa y s  o r  b a c k wa r d s 
2 Up  o r  d o w n 
3 I n s i d e  b y  c o mb i n i n g  t w o  r o o m s  t o  ma k e  o n e .

O f t e n ,  i n  a  b i g  a l t e r a t i o n ,  a l l  t h r e e  me t h o d s  wi l l  b e  u s e d . 
W h e t h e r  y o u ' r e  b u y i n g ,  o r  a l t e r i n g  y o u r  o wn  h o u s e  y o u  n e e d  t o  c h e c k 

wh e t h e r  t h e r e  i s  t h e  s p a c e  t o  a c c o m mo d a t e  t h e  n e w r o o m s .

•  F i r s t  d e c i d e  h o w  b i g  t h e s e  n e w  r o o m s  n e e d  t o  b e . 
• Second, with a tape, measure each room in the house, and the d i s t a n c e s  f r o m 

t h e  h o u s e  t o  t h e  s i d e  a n d  r e a r  b o u n d a r i e s . 
• Th ir d , sk e t c h t h e h o u se  p l an  o n  g r a p h p a pe r  u si n g  o n e c e n ti me t er  e q u a l s  o n e 

me t r e . 
• Fo ur th, dr aw wh ere  y ou wan t the  ne w roo ms, t aki ng ac cou nt of  al l the things

you've learnt in Chapters 3 and 10. It's not quite so s i m p l e  i f  y o u  wa n t  t o  g o 
u p  o r  d o w n . 

Go in g u p, yo u h ave  t o t hin k abo ut wh ere  to  f it a s ta irc ase , and  ho w t o  s u p p o r t 
t h e  we i g h t  o f  t h e  n e w  w a l l s  a n d  r o o f  o n  t h e  e x i s t i n g  ground floor walls. It's not
often the case that the arrangement of r o o m s  a t  t h e  g r o u n d  f l o o r  s u i t s  t h e 
a c c o m m o d a t i o n  y o u  w a n t  u p st a i r s. So me t i me s  y ou  a r e l u c ky , b ut  o ft e n , t o  mak e 
i t  wo r k  y o u  have to produce some interesting structural alterations. If it doesn't
s e e m  t o  f i t ,  t h e n  y o u  m i g h t  n e e d  a n  a r c h i t e c t  t o  h e l p  y o u . 

If  y ou are  g oin g t o exp and  d own war ds , t hen  y ou hav e the  pr ob lem i n re ve r se .
Not  o nl y  d o y ou  n ee d  t o c on si de r  whe r e th e s ta ir s  g o, b u t a l s o  h o w  y o u  w i l l  h o l d 
u p  t h e  f l o o r s  a n d  w a l l s  a b o v e . 

Ag ai n, it is  of ten  i mpo rta nt  to  ge t adv ice  f rom an  a rch ite ct  to  se e if y ou r pl a ns  a r e
s tr uc tu r al ly  po ss ib l e. Go in g do wnwar d s al so  in vo l ve s th e  q ue s ti on  o f  whe t he r yo u 
wil l ha v e en o ug h he i gh t. Yo u ma y  h av e  t o ex c av at e  u nd er  th e h ou se , whi ch  co ul d
i nv ol ve  re ta i ni ng  wa ll s, u n de r p i nn i n g  wa l ls , d ra i n s , a n d  wa t e rp r o of  c o ns t r u ct i o n .
Al l q u e st i o n s  f o r  e x p e r t s . 
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Inside

Al te r i n g t h e  i n s id e  i nv o l v es  c h ec k i n g t h at  t h e r o o f, o r  f i r s t f l oo r , wi l l  n o t  c o l l a p s e 
o r  s a g , i f  y o u  t a k e  t h e  wa l l s  o u t . Th i s  i s  u s u a l l y  a  s i m p l e  t h i n g  f o r  a  b u i l d e r , 
a r c h i t e c t ,  o r  s t r u c t u r a l  e n g i n e e r  t o  det ermine .

W h i c h e v e r  w a y  y o u  e n d  u p  e x p a n d i n g ,  i t  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  e s s e n t i a l  t h a t  y o u 
c h e c k  o u t  t h e  o p t i o n s  b e f o r e  y o u  b u y , a n d  s e e  t h a t  y o u  c a n  a c t u a l l y  f i t  t h e  e x t r a 
r o o ms  o n  t h e  l a n d , o n  t o p  o f  t h e  h o u s e , u n d e r  i t , or inside.

Y o u  d o n ' t  w a n t  t o  b e  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  h a v i n g  b o u g h t  t h e  h o u s e  wi t h  t h e 
i n t e n t i o n  o f  c a r r y i n g  o u t  s u b s t a n t i a l  a l t e r a t i o n s ,  a n d  b e i n g  told by the architect
that what you want to do will cost twice or three t i m e s  y o u r  b u d g e t , a n d  y o u ' d  b e 
b e t t e r  o f f  mo v i n g . I t  h a s  h a p p e n e d .
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SOMEONE ELSE'S BUILDING STYLE
A h ouse more th an 30 or so years old ha s almo st inv ariabl y been  built  t o  s o m e o n e 
e l s e 's  b u i l d i n g  s t y l e .

Fashions in building style change with the shifts in people's preferences
concerning the shape, size, design and arrangements of r o oms , ro o f s , wi nd o ws ,
d o or s , ce i l i ng  h ei g h t s, v e ra n d a hs , c or n i ce s , architraves, skirtings, balustrades,
lights, door handles, bath tubs, s t o v e s , t i l e s , e t c .

Tod ay , man y p eo pl e p re fe r  o pe n, li gh t , su nn y  h ou s es  wit h  b ro a d ve ra n da hs  or 
d ec ks  o p en in g  t o a v ie w. In  t he  'Vic t or ia n' pe ri o d, t he  st yl e  was  f o r so l id , cl o se d- i n,
r ic h, h e av il y  d ec or a te d i nt er io r s wi t h a f o r m a l  f a c a d e  t o  t h e  s t r e e t . 

A u s t r a l i a n  c i t i e s  o f t e n  c o n t a i n  a t  l e a s t  f o u r  o r  f i v e  s t y l e s  o f  hou sing,
Vic torian , Fede ration , 'Bet ween t he war s', th e 1950 s and post 1 9 7 0 s . T h e  e x c e p t i o n 
i s  Ca n b e r r a , wh i c h  i s  t o o  y o u n g  t o  c o n t a i n  m u c h  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  l a s t  t h r e e 
g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  h o u s i n g .

Th er e  a re , wit h i n t h e se  b r oa d  g en e r a ti o n s, a  nu mb e r o f  va r i a ti o n s, which reflect
shifts in fashions over the two or three decade period f o r  wh i c h  e a c h  s t y l e  w a s 
p o p u l a r . 

Th e con seq ue nce s, wh en we bu y a  ho us e 3 0 y ea rs old  o r o lde r, ar e t ha t we  ar e
p ur ch as i ng  a n ot he r g en er a ti on 's  li fe s ty le  p r ef er e nc es . We ar e mov ing  i nto  th e she ll
of  t he way  t hey  li ke d t o l iv e t hei r liv es. I f i t s u it s  u s, t h en  we wi l l f e e l c o mfo r t a bl e 
i n  t h e  ho u s e . I f  n o t , i t  o ft e n  co s t s  a  l ot  o f  mo n e y t o  ch a n g e t h e f u n da me n ta l  s ha p e s 
o f  r o o ms, windows, roofs, etc.

Sty le  i s  a  v e ry  p er s on al  af fa ir  in  c l ot hi ng  as  we ll  a s h ou se s , ev en  th ou g h mo st  of 
t he  t ime  we c on fo rm to  o n e va ri e ty  o r  a no th e r, o f  t he  c u rr en t  f as hi o n. St il l, we  v ar y 
wha t is  cu rr e nt ly  i n  f as h io n to  su it  ou r o wn i d e nt i t y .

I t  i s  i mp o r t a n t  t h e n ,  t h a t  w e  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e  s t y l e  o f  t h e  h o u s e  we 'r e b uyi ng 
be fo re we co mmi t o ur sel ves . We are  g oin g t o be liv in g wi th  t h e o r i gi n a l b u i ld e r 's
p r ef e r e nc e s  fo r  so me  ti me  to  c o me . I f i t  do es n't  fe el  ri ght , it may  c ost  mo re  th an yo u
th in k t o c ha nge  th e sty le.

ALTERING STYLE
Adding on to a house involves the question of whether to continue t he  e xi s ti ng 
s ty le , t o mo d if y it , o r t o bu il d  t he  ad di ti o n in  a di ff e re nt  style.

Ad di t i o ns  t h at  a re  s t yl i s t ic a l l y s y mpa t h et i c  to  t h e o r i gi n a l  d e s ig n  o ft e n  fe e l 
mo re  c o mf o r t ab l e . Su c h a d d it i o n s d o  no t  ja r  t he  e y e. I t  i s  s ti l l  p o s s ib l e  to  i n tr o d u ce 
mo de r n  pr e f e re n c es  f o r l i g ht , s un  a n d a i r, w i t h i n  t h e  f r a me w o r k  o f  p a s t  s t y l e s . 
U s u a l l y  t h i s  r e q u i r e s  s k i l f u l  d e s i g n  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  a n  a r c h i t e c t ,  b u t  i t  i s  o f t e n 
w o r t h  t h e  c o s t  a n d  e ff or t.
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I t  r e l a t e s  v e r y  mu c h  t o  h o w we  f e e l  a b o u t  t h a t  o r i g i n a l  s t y l e .  I f  i t  p l e a s e s  u s ,
we  a r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  wa n t  t o  e x t e n d  i n  s y mp a t h y  wi t h  i t . Wh e n , h o we v e r , we 
h a v e  b o u g h t  t h e  h o u s e  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  l o c a t i o n ,  o r  v i e w , o r  b a c k y a r d ,  o r  s i z e  o f 
r o o m s ,  a n d  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  s t y l e , w e  may feel it doesn't matter so much if the
additions are in contrast.

T h e r e  a r e  n o  h a r d  a n d  f a s t  r u l e s .  W h a t e v e r  w e  d o  s h o u l d  b e  d e s i g n e d 
w e l l . I t  wi l l  a l w a y s  b e  a  m i x t u r e  o f  o u r  c o n t e mp o r a r y  p r e f e r e n c e s  a n d  t h o s e  o f 
t h e  o r i g i n a l  o wn e r s , a n d  p o s s i b l y  a  s u c c e s sion of other owners. No buildings are
sacrosanct. Some of the g r e a t e s t ,  s u c h  a s  C h a r t r e s  C a t h e d r a l  i n  F r a n c e ,  a n d 
t h e  Q u e e n  Vi c t o r i a  Bu i l d i n g  i n  Sy d n e y ,  a r e  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t 
generations, separated by decades or even centuries, adding, altering, mo d i f y i n g ,
a n d  d o i n g  i t  w e l l . 

OVERCAPITALISATION
T h e r e  a r e  n o t  m a n y  o f  u s  w h o  c a n  a f f o r d  t o  i g n o r e  t h e  f u t u r e  p r o s p e c t  t h a t 
t h e  ma r k e t p l a c e  w i l l  n o t  r e wa r d  u s  i f  we  o v e r  i n v e s t  i n  o u r  p r o p e r t i e s .

Al l  h o me s  a r e  s e t  wi t h i n  u p p e r  a n d  l o we r  l i mi t s  o f  t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e  f o r  t h e 
n e i g h b o u r h o o d ,  s i z e  o f  l a n d  a n d  h o u s e ,  n u mb e r  o f  r o o ms , q u a l i t y  a n d  s t y l e  o f 
c o n s t r u c t i o n  a n d  f i t m e n t s .

T h e  s t a g e  o f  t h e  ma r k e t  c y c l e  a t  wh i c h  w e  b u y  f u r t h e r  i n f l u e n c e s  t h e 
a m o u n t  w e  s h o u l d  r e a s o n a b l y  i n v e s t  i n  a l t e r a t i o n s .  I f  w e  b u y  when prices are
low, and demand increases, we obviously have more f l ex i b i li t y  th a n  b u y i ng  wh en 
p r ic e s  ar e  h ig h  an d  d ema n d  i s  f al l i n g. Of c o u r s e , i t  a l s o  d e p e n d s  o n  h o w  l o n g  we 
e x p e c t  t o  h o l d  t h e  p r o p e r t y  bef ore se lling.

B e f o r e  b u y i n g  t o  a l t e r ,  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  d e v e l o p  a  s e n s e  o f  s u r r o u n d i n g 
ma r k e t  v a l u e s ,  t h e i r  u p p e r  a n d  l o we r  l i m i t s , a n d  t h e  p r o p e r t y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o n 
wh i c h  t h e y  a r e  b a s e d .  H a v e  s e v e r a l  r e a l  e s t a t e  a g e n t s  d r i v e  y o u  a r o u n d  a n d 
d e s c r i b e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , a n d  t h e  l i mi t s  o f  t h e  ma r k e t p l a c e  i n  t h e  l o c a l i t y 
y o u ' r e  c o n s i d e r i n g . 

I t  c a n  s a v e  y o u  t h e  r i s k  o f  n o t  g e t t i n g  y o u r  f u l l  i n v e s t me n t  b a c k ,  whe n an d 
i f yo u wan t t o, o r h av e t o, s el l . Mo s t of  u s  d o, so me ti me in  th e future.

CAN YOU AFFORD THE COSTS?
It is one thing to decide not to overcapitalise, it is another being able t o  a f f o r d  t h e 
c o s t s  o f  o u r  d r e a m s . 

A l t e r a t i o n s  o f t e n ,  a n d  s o m e t i m e s , a l m o s t  i n v a r i a b l y ,  c o s t  m o r e  th an  yo u
mi gh t o rig in all y i ma gin e. Th is is pa rtl y b ec aus e t he re is no  such thing as a 'standard'
alteration, and partly because it is often di ff icu lt, i n t he be gin nin g, to  be  c lea r a bo ut
th e bes t way  of  al te rin g a  h ou se .
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Unlike new houses, of which there are literally tens of thousands o f  s t a n da r d 
t y pe s  b ui l t  ev e r y y e a r, a l te r a t io n s  ca n  va r y  fr o m re d o i ng  a  ki t c he n , ba t h r oo m,
r e wi r i n g a n d  r e p ai n t i ng , t o r i p pi n g  70  p er  c e nt  of  t he hou se  ap art , rad ica ll y
re pl ann ing  i t, and  f und ame nt all y c ha ngi n g  i t s  s t y l e .

To ob ta i n an  id ea  o f  wha t  i t ma y  c os t  r eq ui r es  t h at  y ou  de ci d e th e best and most
economical way to alter or add to the building, draw u p pl an s , sp e ci fy  t h e
mat er ia l s, a n d ge t a  b ui l de r to  co st  it  a ll . Unl i ke  t h e  p r o j e c t  h o me  e s t i m a t o r , 
w o r k i n g  w i t h  a  s t a n d a r d  p l a n  a n d  s t an d a r d v a r ia t i on s , it  i s  n o t  so me t hi n g  t h a t  c a n 
u s ua l l y  b e  d on e  in  a  f e w  h o u r s .

Th i s  p l a c e s  y o u  i n  a  d i f f i c u l t  p o s i t i o n  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  b u y i n g .  Nor ma ll y  y ou  ar e
n ot  t he  on ly  on e in t er es t ed  i n p ur ch a si ng , a nd  y o u ma y n ot  h a ve  t he  ti me  to  h av e  a n
a rc hi te c t an d  b ui ld e r ch e ck  o ut  th e p l a n n i n g  a n d  c o s t i n g  o p t i o n s . Wh a t  s h o u l d  y o u 
d o ? 

GET HELP ON DESIGN AND COST BEFORE YOU BUY
Of te n  a n a r c hi t e ct  i n  a  s h or t  i ns p e c ti o n  o f  t he  p r op e r t y, i f  h e  is  experienced with
alterations, can tell you whether it is possible to a da pt  y o ur  b a si c id e as  t o  t he 
g eo me tr y  a nd  sh ap e o f th e  b ui ld i ng  a n d th e l an d. He  may  al so  be  a bl e  t o p ro vi de  a
b ro ad  e s ti ma t e of  c o st s, or  be able to have a builder do so.

It's all quite approximate, but then, it's better than guessing in the d a r k . I t  wi l l 
g i v e  y o u  a n  e s t i m a t e  o f  c o s t s  wi t h  wh i c h  t o  d e c i d e  whe th er  th e t ot al  p u rc ha s e an d
a lt er at i on  p r ic e is  wi th i n yo ur  bu dg e t, a n d  d o e s  n o t  o v e r c a p i t a l i s e  t h e  p r o p e r t y . 

I t  a l s o  t a k e s y o u o u t  o f  t he  d a rk  c o nc e r ni n g  ho w e as i l y  t h e  ho u s e can be altered.
Some houses are simply not worth the cost and the e f f o r t . Be t t e r  t o  l e a v e  t h e m t o 
s o m e o n e  wh o  w a n t s  i t  t h e  wa y  i t  i s .

The  Roy a l Au s tr al ia n  I ns t it ut e o f Ar c hi te ct s ' lo c al  o ff i ce  c a n he lp  y o u t o  fi n d  an 
a r ch i t e ct . Nat u r al l y  th e  a rc h i t ec t  a nd / o r b u i ld e r  wh o  h el ps  y o u ou t  a t th e  t ime  o f
p ur ch as e  c an  al so  a s si st  wi th  t h e de s ig n, d r awi n g s, s p ec i f ic a t i on s , co s t i ng  a n d
c o ns t r u ct i o n  wh e n y o u  d e c i de  t o  e m b a r k  o n  t h e  a l t e r a t i o n s  a n d  a d d i t i o n s . 

HIDDEN PROBLEMS
Anybody who has been involved in an alteration will tell you about a l l  t h e  t h i n g s 
t h e y  f o u n d  w h i c h  t h e y  d i d n ' t  e x p e c t .  I n  f a c t  m o s t  b ui ld in g  c on t ra ct s f or 
a lt er at i on s wil l, i f  t he  ar ch it e ct  a n d bu il d er  a r e se ns i bl e, in cl ud e  a  c o nt in ge n cy  s u m
f or  j us t  s uc h  u ne xp e ct ed  ev en ts . Oft en it will b e as h igh as  5 per  cent or 10 per ce nt
of the co nstruc tion c ost.
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Th e r e a so n  i s q u it e  s imp l e . Un t il  y o u o p en  u p  c o n s tr u c t io n  i t i s  usually not
possible to see the condition of materials behind su rf ace s. Th e h ous e wil l o ft en
ha ve  be en re pai nte d immedi at ely  pr io r t o  s a l e . Pa i nt , as  e v er y o n e k n o ws , c an  h id e  a 
mu lt i t u de  o f  s i n s. Th e l i s t  o f  h i d d e n  d e f e c t s  wh i c h  t h e  u n t r a i n e d  e y e  ma y  n o t 
d e t e c t , o r  wh ic h a t t imes may  b e d iff ic ult  ev en  fo r t he  pr ofe ss ion al to  sp ot, c an be
long. These can include:

• d r u m my  a n d  s o f t  p l a s t e r  o n  w a l l s  a n d  c e i l i n g s 
• w o o d  r o t  i n  f l o o r i n g  j o i s t s  a n d  b e a r e r s  c o n c e a l e d  b y  c a r p e t 
• b r o k e n  w i n d o w s a s h  c o r d s 
• r o t  i n  k i t c h e n  c u p b o a r d s  b e h i n d  s t i c k - o n  p a p e r 
• r u s t i n g  g u t t e r s  b e t w e e n  t wo  r o o f s 
• r u s t e d  f l a s h i n g s  a r o u n d  c h i m n e y s  a n d  p a r a p e t s 
• p i e r s  wh i c h  h a v e  s u n k  a w a y  f r o m t i m b e r  b e a r e r s 
• f l o o r s  o u t  o f  l e v e l  d u e  t o  s e t t l e m e n t  c a u s i n g  d o o r s  n o t  t o  s h u t 
• r u s t e d  wa t e r p i p e s 
• d e ca y i n g e l e ct r i ca l  wir i n g 
• c r a c k e d  r o o f  t i l e s 
• wh i t e  a n t  d a ma g e  t o  t i m b e r 
• t r e e  r o o t  d a ma g e  t o  d r a i n s 
• d a mp n e s s  u n d e r  f l o o r s  b e c a u s e  o f  p o o r  d r a i n a g e 
• mou ld  g r owth  re ce nt l y co n ce al ed  by  n e w pa in t  b ut  re su lt i ng  f r om c o nd e n s at i o n 

p r ob l e ms
• w a t e r  h e a t e r s  t h a t  h a v e  r e a c h e d  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e i r  l i f e 
• d a mp n e s s  i n  wa l l s  b e c a u s e  o f  f a i l e d  d a mp  p r o o f i n g  c o u r s e s .

Al l  o f  t h e s e , a n d  mo r e ,  c a n  b e  t h e  n o r ma l  c o n d i t i o n  o f  ma n y  ho us es eve n 10
or  2 0 y ear s old , l et  al one  4 0 o r 5 0. It  is  v ery  mu ch  a c as e of  bu ye r  b ewar e , an d  b uy er 
o bt ai ni n g ex p er t in s pe ct i on  o f t he  p r op er ty  pr io r  t o pu r ch as e . Wi th o ut  s u ch  a dv i ce 
y ou  may  ve ry  we ll  b u y  t h o u s a n d s ,  i f  n o t  t e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  wo r t h  o f  r e p a i r s  a n d 
rec tifica tion work.

Aga in, th e serv ices o ffered  to home buye rs by the Ro yal Au strali an Ins titute  of
Arc hitect s are well worth c onside ring a s a wa y of p utting  y o u r  m i n d  a t  r e s t ,  o r 
p r e p a r i n g  y o u  f o r  t h e  w o r s t . 
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ORGANISING THOSE ALTERATIONS
Ma ny  p e op l e , t o  sa v e  mo n e y , d e c id e  t o s u bc o n t ra c t  th e  a lt e r a ti o n s th emsel ves 
wh il e t hey  l ive  in  t he hou se , t ryi ng  al so to  do  so me  of  th e work themselves.

If this i s your  dream, plea se rea d Chap ter 11 , 'Own er-Bui lder’. The pi tf all s, ri sks ,
an d cha lle ng es des cr ibe d a pp ly equ al ly to al ter ing  a nd a dd in g t o yo u r own h ou se ,
wit h th e  a dd e d ri sk s  o f n ot  k no win g t he  h i dd e n  pr o b l ems , a n d  ha v i n g t o  li v e  wi t h 
t h e 'wo rk s ' as  t h ey  g o o n , a n d  l i n g e r  o n .

Ho w lon g y ou , a nd yo ur famil y, can  t ole rat e the  du st , n ois e, dr aft s, u nc ar in g 
t ra de sme n, d e la ys , i nc on v en ie nc e , di s ru pt io n  t o f amil y l if e, a n d we e ke n d s  s p e nt 
a l wa y s  wo r k i ng  o n t h e  a l t e ra t i o ns , i s o b vi o u s ly  a  p e r s o n a l  q u e s t i o n .

So me  pe opl e see m t o cop e q ui te wel l and  re gu lar ly mo ve  fr om on e house they
have just finished altering to another they are about to start. Others, who hire a
builder, seem to lose all tolerance of the i n c o n v e n i e n c e  a n d  p r e s e n c e  o f 
t r a d e s me n  a n d  s t r a n g e r s  i n  t h e i r  h o u s e  w i t h i n  t wo  t o  t h r e e  mo n t h s .

Al te r a t io n s  an d  ad d i t io n s  co n t r ac t e d  o u t  t o  a  b u i l de r , if  t h ey  a re  a t  a l l 
s u bs t a n ti a l , a n d  i n v o lv e  a dd i n g  r o o ms, c ha n g i ng  t h e r o o f, r e ar r a ng i n g  i n t e rn a l 
r o oms , ki t c h en , ba t h r oo ms , r e wi ri n g  an d  r e pl u mb in g, ca n o ft en run  f rom 4 or  5
mo nt hs to 6 or 9 mon ths . I f it's a  majo r alteration it is often saner to move out into
rented accommodation. The increased cost is usually well repaid in peaceful
nights and wee ke nd s .

If  movi ng ou t i s n ot  fi nan ci all y p os sib le, t hen  ca re ful ly in ves tig at e t h e t i me y o u ,
o r  t h e  bu i l d er , ar e  g oi n g  to  t a ke  i n  c o mpl e t i ng  t h e alterations. If it's a builder, add a
minimum of 15-20 per cent for d e l a y s  d u e  t o  we t  we a t h e r , s t r i k e s , m a t e r i a l s  o r 
s u b c o n t r a c t o r s  n o t  be in g a vai la ble  on  t ime  an d simply  p oor  ma na gement . If you 
in te nd d o in g  t he  wo rk , ad d  a ny wh e re  b e twe e n  2 5 - 50  p e r c e n t, o r  e v e n  1 0 0  p e r  ce n t ,
t o  y o u r  f i r s t e s ti ma t es  o f  t h e  ti me  it  wil l  t ak e  f or  t h e v e r y s a me  r e as o n s , p l u s t h e 
f a ct  t h at  y o u wi ll  b e  t h e  mo s t  un p r e di c t ab l e  c o n t r a c t o r  o n  t h e  j o b .  I n  f a c t , i n 
r e a l i s t i c a l l y  a s s e s s i n g  wh a t  y o u  e x p e c t  t o  a c h i e v e , t e s t  y o u r s e l f  a s  y o u  w o u l d  a n 
u n k n o w n  a n d  untried subcontractor, who was trying to persuade you that he was
j us t th e  man  fo r th e  j ob . Try in g  y ou r se lf  o u t wi t h th e q ue st i on s yo u  mi g h t  a s k  s u c h 
a  s u b c o n t r a c t o r  ma y  p r o d u c e  s o me  r e v e a l i n g  i n sights. Re-read Chapter 11 and in
particular, the sections on cont r a c t s  a n d  e m p l o y e e s , a n d  s e e  h o w y o u  wo u l d 
me a s u r e  u p . A l s o  r e - r e a d  t h e  s e c t i o n  ' Do i n g  So me  o f  t h e  Wo r k  Y o u r s e l f '.

As  wi t h  a  n e w h o us e , th e  k ey  t o  s u c c es s f ul l y  al t e r in g  y ou r  o wn  h ou s e  is 
o r ga n i s at i o n . Th e mo r e c a r ef u l l y y o u  p l a n a n d  p r e p ar e , th e  mo r e  l i k e l y  t h i n g s  wi l l 
g o  s mo o t h l y , f i n i s h  w h e n  y o u  e x p e c t , a n d  a v o i d  v a r i o u s  h o u s e h o l d  m e mb e r s 
wa n t i n g  t o  mo v e  o u t .
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C a r e f u l  p l a n n i n g  a l s o  p r e p a r e s  t h e  f a m i l y  f o r  t h e  e x c i t e m e n t  a he ad . I t's o ft en 
e as ie r t o to l er at e mes s a nd  i nc o nv en i en ce  wh en  y o u kn ow wh at to  ex pec t, an d h ow
lo ng  yo u'l l hav e t o liv e wit h i t. Th e obj ective  is ac hievin g bett er hou sing, not gr ounds
for  famil y brea kup. Th e a r t  i s  i n ma ki n g  it  f u n, a n d a n  ad v e nt u r e  f o r  al l , in  t h e
s h or t e s t possible time. So plan well.


