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Introduction
This leaflet is aimed at anyone with an
interest in the good repair of a building.
It has been prepared as part of the
Northwich Townscape Heritage project.
Although the project focusses on the
timber framed buildings in the town
centre, this leaflet applies to all buildings,
whatever their age or appearance.  

This guide will highlight some of the
common problems which buildings can
experience, what to look for, how
frequently to check, and how to get the
right help to resolve these issues.

Checking your building
At least twice a year, set aside time to have
a good look around the inside and outside
of the building. This should be from ground
or floor level unless you are experienced in
using ladders or there is another safe
option.  It may be possible to get access to
the upper floor of another building (e.g.
opposite) to give you a better view.
Looking into the loft is useful, if it can be
done safely.  It is a good idea to set
yourself a reminder to do these
six-monthly inspections. By looking at the
building regularly you can keep on top of
issues, so that they do not become bigger
and more expensive problems later.

What you should look for:
•  Blockages to gutters/downpipes or areas 
   of the roof – shown by clumps of twigs, 
   plants or debris.
•  Staining internally or externally - the 
   wall or brickwork may often look wet.
•  Cracked, broken or missing tiles/slates.  
   Also look at the ridge (at the top) and the
   flashings at the sides, for instance, of 
   the chimney, for any material that looks 
   disrupted.
•  Peeling paint.
•  Uneven, bending or broken 
   gutters/downpipes.
•  Water pouring from gutters down the 
   face of the building.
•  Missing fixings to gutters or downpipes.
•  Damaged bricks or stones, particularly if 
   the surface has lost more than 25mm /  
   1 inch in depth.
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•  Look for cracks.  See if existing cracks 
   have changed.  
•  Look at chimneys – are they cracked or 
   leaning?  Do the pots and cowls on top 
   look secure?
•  Check any special features that would  
   be difficult and costly to repair if left 
   unattended (like carved wood).
•  Check water is not dripping from any 
   pipes, especially overflow pipes.
•  Decaying/rotting wood – check it using a
   screwdriver or similar hard object, if it 
   feels very soft it will need repair.  
   Window cills are vulnerable, as are 
   timbers in brickwork, particularly at low 
   level.
•  Damp smells and mould within an inside
   space.
•  Evidence of animals or insects getting 
   inside a space (e.g. droppings).
•  Check windows and doors – do they work
   as they should?  Wooden windows; check
   if any putty is missing (around the edge 
   of the glazing) or whether any of the 
   glass is broken.
•  Check that vents (these include electrical
   units and simpler ones, such as air 
   bricks), are working and clear of blockages.
Take and keep photos of any issues, e.g.
cracks. This will show if they change over
time.  

The best time to check your gutters and
downpipes is when it’s raining, or after
extreme weather, i.e. storms or snow, to
look for issues, such as breakages, damage
or blockage.

Seek professional advice when the cause 
of a problem cannot be immediately 
identified. Independent advice may save
money over leaving a problem or getting
the wrong type of contractor in. Who you
should ask? - An architect or surveyor who
is experienced in diagnosing defects, or a
structural engineer if cracking/movement
is a concern.  Note, it is important to check
that they deal regularly with problems in
existing buildings and, in the case of an
older structure, traditional construction
techniques and materials.
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Maintenance
Maintenance is routine work to keep the
building in good condition.  It should be
carried out by an experienced builder/
contractor. Good routine maintenance can
help reduce the need to carry out more
extensive repair work and will save money
in the long-term.  A well-maintained
building will also hold its value better.

Expect to carry out some sort of
maintenance at least twice a year.
Each building will have different
maintenance tasks, depending on the
type of materials it is built in and what
the roof is like. 

Below is an example of a starting guide:
Twice a year (autumn and spring):
• Clean out gutters, downpipes and drains
• Clear any debris from around bird 
   protection measures (spikes, wires etc)
• Remove any plants growing out of the 
   building (treat to prevent regrowth)

Every 3-5 years:
•  Repaint external metalwork and wood
   work
•  Repaint rendered walls.
•  Carry out basic repairs to timber 
   windows (e.g. to putty or cills)
•  Provide access to difficult to reach / un
   seen areas (such as hidden roofs) for a 
   more thorough inspection and clean
•  Fill gaps and point open joints in brick 
   and stonework which might let water in 
   (see repairs)
A specialist decorator’s centre will advise
on the right type of paint that will last and
keep the material beneath it in good
condition.  Also vital is the preparation – a
decorator who spends more time preparing
the surfaces may cost a little more initially,
but the result will last considerably longer.
Black and white colour schemes to timber
framed buildings should be retained.

Much of this work may be carried out from
a cherry picker – it would be possible to
share the expense of a day’s hire between
two or more buildings to reduce the costs.

Repair:
Repairs will be needed where there is
damage to the building. The type of repair
depends on the type of the building.
If the building was built before the 1940s,
then traditional materials and methods
are likely to be most appropriate.
Putting modern materials or methods
into an old building can cause a number
of often unforeseen problems e.g. 
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•  Structural movement (e.g. often seen 
   when replacing timber windows with 
   UPVC) where the timber was giving 
   some support
•  Increase in the moisture within the 
   building, which leads to condensation 
   and/or mould
•  The damage to other materials (e.g. in 
   the case of cement based pointing or 
   renders.)

In a traditional building there is little need
or benefit in replacing traditional materials
with alternative ones, just to make a
change. Doing so would affect the
building’s appearance and could affect
the character of the conservation area.
The following gives some guidance on
appropriate repair works to older buildings:
•  Gutters and downpipes: Most cast iron 
   rainwater goods can be repaired by 
   treating rust and resealing joints.  If 
   beyond repair, they should be replaced 
   with cast iron or aluminium.  They will 
   need maintenance but are long-lasting.

Both are considerably more durable than
plastic (meaning they are much less likely
to be damaged by ladders, vandalism etc)
and are appropriate to the special character
of the conservation area.
•  Window and door repairs: Usually 
   wooden windows and doors can be 
   repaired – generally any decay is 
   focussed on a couple of areas, usually at 
   the bottom and can easily be repaired by 
   an experienced joiner.  They can advise 
   on draughtproofing to make the room 
   feel warmer and help block out some 
   sound.  Fitting secondary glazing will 
   help these issues considerably whilst 
   keeping the traditional appearance of the
   building. 
•  Painting timber: Consider using paint 
   with a lower sheen than gloss, for 
   example eggshell, making the detail of 
   the timber more obvious and the 
   appearance more traditional.  Avoid the 
   brightest of colours or brilliant white.
•  Pointing: Unless to very modern brick, all 
   pointing should be in lime mortar without
   any cement added.  Colouring should 
   be through a choice of sand only.  Lime 
   mortars are much softer and will move 
   naturally with the building which reduces
   the chance of cracking.  They are also 
   much better at dealing with any moisture
   that gets onto or into the wall, meaning 
   that the brick or stonework is much less 
   prone to damage.  Make sure your builder
   is experienced in using this type of 
   mortar and ask to see a sample panel.  
   The use of mechanical methods (e.g. 
   angle grinders) to remove old mortar 
   should be avoided as this causes 
   considerable damage.
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• Timber frame repairs – this should only 
   be undertaken by an experienced joiner 
   as inappropriate repairs can trap 
   moisture resulting in hidden rot or the 
   unnecessary loss of or damage to the 
   timber or surrounding panels.  
   It is important that durable and 
   appropriate wood is used.
• Timber frame infill repairs: this will vary 
   greatly according to what the panels are 
   made of.  Traditional lath and plaster 
   panels (small section strips of wood 
   fixed horizontally to a wall, covered with 
   plaster or render) should be kept or 
   reinstated.  

   If modern materials are found and need 
   to be replaced (e.g. plywood), it is worth 
   considering materials that will flex and 
   move with the timber frame, for 
   example woodwool boards.
• Render repairs: To replace large areas, 
   lime render without cement will perform 
   much better on an old building, and will 
   not trap moisture and reduce cracking.  
   Rendering over currently exposed brick or
   stone should be avoided.
• Surface treatments: Avoid painting over 
   or treating currently exposed brick or 
   stonework to hide issues.  Deal with the 
   source of the problem (ie drains or 
   leaking gutters).  Painting surfaces to 
   hide issues will lead to a higher level of 
   maintenance being required and may 
   worsen any damp issues by trapping 
   moisture.
• Roof repairs: It is often possible to carry 
   out a simple repair, such as refixing a lost
   slate with a lead ‘tab’ without major 
   expense. However, sometimes ‘reroofing’ 
   is needed – where all the slates or tiles 
   are taken off.  It is almost always 
   possible, with enough care, to reuse a 
   lot of original material. It is worth 
   considering using breathable roofing felt 
   under slates or tiles.  
• Repairs to architectural features (e.g. 
   carved wood or patterned plasterwork) – 
   these repairs should only be caried out 
   by specialists.  Seek professional advice 
   or ask for the assistance of a 
   conservation officer.  
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Other considerations:
You may need a license for scaffolding or
protective hoarding from Cheshire West –
apply online, search on scaffold licences.
Liaise with the Council if you need special
vehicular access to your building.
Some structural repairs may need building
regulations consent and works affecting
the buildings appearance may require
planning permission. Check with Cheshire
West.
It is important that you consider how to
make any works to your building as safe as
possible, particularly as there are likely to
be members of the public close by.  You
will have some legal duties, details of
which can be found on the HSE’s website
in a leaflet entitled ‘A short guide for
clients on the Construction (Design and
Management) Regulations 2015’ at
www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg411.pdf.  
You have a legal duty to manage asbestos
if present in the building.
More information can be found at
www.hse.gov.uk/asbestos. If you suspect
asbestos, it is important to get it checked
straight away.  
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Permissions and Guidance
Much of the centre of Northwich is within
the Northwich Conservation Area, see
online at Northwich Conservation Area |
Northwich Townscape Heritage Project
(northwich-th.co.uk) for details. Having a
property within this area means that care
needs to be taken to preserve the building
for future generations.

The Northwich Shop Front Design Guide
and The Northwich Management and
Maintenance Guide for Historic Buildings
are also good references as to what is
allowed and recommended in the
Northwich Conservation Area.
These can be found at 
https://www.northwich-th.co.uk/buildings
/northwich-shopfront-design-guide/

Planning permission may be required for
alterations to the external fabric of the
property.  Talk to the planning duty officer
at Cheshire West to see if it is required
(0300 123 7027).  It is essential that all
necessary permissions are gained before
any works start. Failure to obtain
permissions may result in the work being
stopped or removed and made good.  

Go to the Cheshire West website at
https://www.cheshirewestandchester.gov.uk
and search for Planning Permission,
Building Control, Conservation, Scaffolding
License, Pest Control or any other issue you
have concerns about.

Northwich Town Council deals with more
local issues. The website is 
https://www.northwichtowncouncil.gov.uk


