
When retrofit goes wrong –
lessons from Preston

Kate de Selincourt, freelance writer, 
researcher and editor



Fishwick, Preston



Issues common to many fuel poverty 
schemes

• Houses not very well -
built to begin spec 
building, 100+ years old

• Low income 
householders – little 
money to spend on 
maintenance



Was there a design?













And 





Impact on residents – information collated 
by Preston Council

• Collapsed ceilings
• Health problems
• Already vulnerable householders having to pay to rectify problems 

themselves
• One resident with severe asthma has been hospitalised by these 

problems, with mushrooms and black mould covering walls, sofas, 
stereos etc. The hospital has recommended she doesn’t go back to the 
house until the problems are fixed, and she is currently believed to be 
living with a relative.

• A lady in her 70s has had to rent a dehumidifier costing her c.£200/month 
to try and combat the moisture. Wallpaper and plaster are damaged, 
water runs out of her electrical sockets, and she has had periods with no 
electricity. She has tried to claim on her insurance, but has been told they 
will only pay if the EWI is removed and re-fitted. Her husband is trying to 
find the money to have this done, but it is unclear if they can afford this.





It’s just done badly too often





PAS 2030, and now, 
the Each Home 
Counts report 
proposed ‘Quality 
Mark’

& PAS 2035



What about our project? We want 
to include EWI!

It can be done, just remember you are 
improving homes, not just installing measures





Essentials

• Proper surveys – if condition doubtful, repair, or 
leave well alone

• Design

• Proper oversight: a clerk of works, retrofit co—
ordinator, smart advisor – someone working for 
the client, not the installer.

• Procure on quality – disputes and remediation 
are extremely costly!



Guidance - eg



GLA



Further reading

Article about Preston in Passive House Plus

https://passivehouseplus.ie/news/health/disastrous-preston-retrofit-scheme-remains-unresolved

Leeds Beckett paper investigating 51 homes retrofitted with solid wall insulation under CESP/ECO, pre-and 
post-retrofit. Some of the detail is a bit hard to follow, but the general impression given is that the issues 
at Preston were not unique, though nothing here that was as severe. 
http://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/4170/

Appraisal of the first phase of Arbed in Wales (2011 – 2013), including a chapter on EWI. Despite the title, this 
was mainly looking at detailing and workmanship, not long-term performance of the systems. Nonetheless 
many potential issues were identified, though here it isn’t clear how much impact these might be having. 
There were some indications that inadequate ventilation was leading to condensation issues post-retrofit 
in a few cases. 
http://www.cewales.org.uk/files/3014/7671/0110/Post_Installation_Performance_of_Cavity_Wall__Exter
nal_Wall_Insulation.pdf

Nyth data linking study mentioned above, suggesting measurable health benefits from a home retrofit 
programme (many measures included, incl. some SWI) http://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/fuel-
poverty-data-linking-project/?lang=en

https://passivehouseplus.ie/news/health/disastrous-preston-retrofit-scheme-remains-unresolved
http://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/4170/
http://www.cewales.org.uk/files/3014/7671/0110/Post_Installation_Performance_of_Cavity_Wall__External_Wall_Insulation.pdf
http://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/fuel-poverty-data-linking-project/?lang=en
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Any comments, or experiences to share? Contact me via 
www.katedeselincourt.co.uk or tweet me! @kate_de

http://www.katedeselincourt.co.uk/

