With the terrifying news that energy bills will rise by 80pc in October, many
homeowners are desperately trying to make their homes lose less heat.
While Britain has committed to reaching net zero by 2050, it is likely to be an uphill
struggle when it comes to housing. Some 61pc of homes in England were built before
1982, according to the Valuation Office Agency, and the difference in energy
efficiency between a new home and an old one is vast.

Philip Harvey of the buying agency Property Vision said: “More than 80pc of newbuilds have an energy efficiency rating of A or B on their Energy Performance
Certificate. By contrast, only 3pc of existing homes have an EPC rating of A or B.”
Properties with an EPC of D or below, which make up two thirds of homes, face an
average bill increase of £1,730 a year from October, according to analysis by
Kingfisher, the owner of B&Q, and the Centre for Economic & Business Research.
This compares with an increase of £982 a year for homes that meet the
Government’s target energy efficiency rating of C or above – a stark £748 gap.
Many homeowners are working to increase the energy efficiency of their property to
reduce their bills and minimise their carbon footprint. Some are going so far that
they are in effect turning leaky, costly old homes into super-efficient ones that could
be new-builds.
John Dutton and his wife, Fay, have lived in their six-bedroom farmhouse in the
Cambridgeshire village of Heydon for three decades. Over the past three years they
have adopted an array of efficiency measures for the property, which dates in part
from the 15th century.
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“I spent the best part of a year researching what we could do to make the house as
energy efficient as possible,” said Mr Dutton, 73, who owned his own consultancy
before retiring.
A 1,400 sq ft stable block, built in the 1800s and previously used as an office, was
turned into a three-bedroom cottage, with about £25,000 spent on eco measures

such as internal insulation and solar panels. “When complete, it was only two points
from an A rating on an EPC,” said Mr Dutton, who has since sold the cottage.
The Duttons also spent about £12,000 replacing the remaining old single glazing in
the main farmhouse with double glazing, putting reflective foil behind the radiators,
and installing 12 solar photovoltaic panels on the garage, which feed into
rechargeable batteries that supplement the heating in the house. The property is now
on the market for £1.3m with Cheffins estate agency.
“These works have almost halved our electricity bills and we are now producing so
much energy from solar that we are exporting it back to the grid in the summer
months,” Mr Dutton said. “It’s a case of doing the best you can with period homes,
rather than aiming for perfection, and even small measures such as putting foil down
the back of all of our radiators and draught-proofing really made quite a difference.”
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Where do I begin?
The first steps towards energy efficiency are insulation and draught-proofing. Lee
Hatwell, of the architecture and surveying firm Munday + Cramer, said an estimated
25pc of all heat is lost through the roof of an uninsulated house. “You should also
draught-proof windows and doors and any open chimneys not in use,” he added.
There are cheap and simple fixes that can be effective. A chimney sheep is an
environmentally friendly draught excluder made from sheep’s wool (prices start at
£18); rugs on stone or wooden floors will help insulation; and you can buy a
magnetic letter-box flap for less than £30. Ensure there is adequate ventilation,
however, cautioned Cate Statham, of Knight Frank estate agency. “Old homes need to
‘breathe’ to manage damp, so you can’t insulate every nook and cranny,” she said.

“And use natural insulation, such as sheep’s wool, wood fibre board or hemp-based
products.”
The next step is heat management, said David Hilton, of the London Homebuilding
& Renovating Show, so ensure all radiators have their own thermostats. “Wireless
zone control with motorised radiator valves is an easy retrofit as the valves clip on to
replace thermostatic radiator valves and the control is wired to the boiler,” Mr Hilton
explained. “The setup can cost around £100 to £200 for the controller and around
£50 per radiator for the valves.”
Single-glazed sash windows account for 20pc to 30pc of the overall heat loss of a
home, said Paul Keighley, of Bramleys estate agency. “Replacing them with double
glazing will cost about £1,300 each to install (more for timber sash windows) and
may only save £200-£300 per year in energy, so it’s a long-term investment,” he
explained.
“If you’re moving into an inefficient Victorian home, you can make an investment of
£5,000 just to bring heating costs down by around 20pc.”

What if my property is listed?
Altering a listed or historic unlisted building can be complicated. You often need
planning permission and listed building consent to install eco measures such as solar
panels and heat pumps, said Edward Clarke, of Cheffins.
Installing double glazing is a headache as this needs LBC and, in some instances, also
planning permission. The process for gaining consent can be lengthy, according to
Dawn Carritt, of Jackson-Stops estate agency, so she recommended working with a
conservation architect.
Secondary glazing, which is when a glass layer sits behind the original single-glazed
window, is an option for listed homes.
It does not require permission and can actually be preferable to double or triple
glazing, said Alex Lifschutz, of the architecture practice Lifschutz Davidson
Sandilands. “Double glazing has a relatively short life span of around 25 years
whereas secondary glazing is protected from the weather and will last many
decades,” explained Mr Lifschutz.
Geoff Atkinson and his wife managed to reduce the energy bills in their Grade II
listed-home, 16th-century Sweetmans Hall in Pinner, by adding thick curtains,
draught excluders, loft insulation and quarry floor tiles. “There’s a lot you can do to
period houses that doesn’t have to cost the earth,” said Mr Atkinson, 67, who works
in film and is now selling up for £3m through Jackson-Stops.
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What about renewable technologies?
A survey by the specialist lender Together found that 20pc of period
homeowners wanted to install a heat pump but installation costs were a barrier.
Fitting an air source heat pump, which takes heat from outside and moves it inside,
costs between £7,000 and £13,000, while a ground source heat pump, which takes
energy from the earth, costs from £24,000, according to the Energy Saving Trust.
The Government’s Boiler Upgrade Scheme offers grants of £5,000 towards an air
source heat pump and £6,000 towards a ground source heat pump, yet homeowners
must first insulate their property fully in order for them to work properly, which
pushes up costs. In a period property built using a solid wall construction, the only
way to insulate the walls is internally or externally.
As the Duttons have proved, adding solar panels and battery storage can reduce
electricity bills significantly. Charlie Rearden, of buying agent Stacks Property
Search, said: “New PV panels do not have to be in direct sunlight to create energy so
will work even if your property isn’t south facing.”

How do I go the whole hog?
There are no easy wins, said Mark Siddall, of low-energy consultancy Leap. “Even in
the current energy crisis, you need to have an investment mindset,” he said. “My
architecture clients are prepared to invest 15pc to 25pc of their property value, and
often more, to create their forever home – reducing bills, improving comfort and
cutting carbon emissions.”

Fellow architect Ben Ridley, of Architecture for London, would agree. He has
completely retrofitted the four-bedroom Edwardian terraced house in Muswell Hill,
north London, that he shares with his wife Susanne, and their young daughter
Edyth.
The works, which included a ground-floor extension, the addition of a loft room and
a full renovation, cost £250,000 and have transformed the damp, draughty property,
bought for £1m in 2019, into a home that achieves the highest Passivhaus standards
– a strictly efficient design that will maintain a constant temperature.
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Energy requirements were reduced dramatically by insulating the entire envelope of
the building. This was done externally at the side and rear but was added internally
at the front so the original Edwardian façade could be maintained. Most of the
windows were triple glazed and the property has a continuous airtight layer of lime
plaster.
There is a mechanical ventilation with heat recovery system that filters the air,
removing pollen, diesel particulates and nitrogen oxide; this cost £7,000. And,
although the Ridleys have a gas boiler because a heat pump exceeded their budget,
the property has been so well insulated that the heating is rarely switched on.

