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In search of 
excellence

L
aura and Ian MacAllister of  Belfast 
undertook a renovation project that 
transformed their home into a very 
contemporary space, epitomizing 
city living.  

     “We would have liked something slightly 
bigger,” says Laura wistfully as she looks back on 
her renovation project, “but it just wasn’t possible 
with this house. We were actually looking to move 
because we knew we couldn’t extend by much, but 
we really like the area and do love our house!”  
     The site is sloping and there are neighbours 
all around. “We had to stick to the existing 
proportions, also we didn’t want to be crowding 
out our neighbours, we didn’t want to create any 
issues with overshadowing or taking light away,” 
she explains.  

Solution  
“The site is awkward and of  an irregular shape 
so extending in whichever direction was difficult. 
Since we needed a bit more of  a living area the 
compromise was to add about 700 sqft in the least 
obtrusive spot possible, on one side at the back of  
the house.”  
     Altogether the conceptual and planning stages 
took four years, as Laura and Ian worked towards a 
design that ‘fitted’.  
     “Initially we went with the ‘keeping with 
tradition’ model as our house has some nice period 
features but we actually really wanted a modern 
extension. But we didn’t want to graft a box onto 
the building either! It took a while to find a happy 
medium.” 
     “We weren’t very specific in what we wanted 
so it was a slow process; it’s only as we saw the 
proposals that we knew whether we liked them or 
not. We chose to go with metal, glass and wood… 
Our architect is thankfully very patient!” 
     The inspiration for the architect was in fact 
the garden, with its mature trees (beach, sycamore 
and eucalyptus) and amazing shrubs (cordylines, 
hydrangea, etc.) reminiscent of  the south of  France 
or the Cork Riviera.  
     Inside they added a dining room and extended 
to create a small breakfast nook, where they have 
their coffee in the morning. This area was intended 

More photographs available at 
www.facebook.com/selfbuild�

to give them the illusion of  sitting within the tree 
canopy.  
     But for Laura it’s the French doors leading out 
to the garden that inspire: “From the sitting room 
I really enjoy being able to access the garden so 
readily.”  
     They’d renovated two years before the build, in 
2009, to upgrade the style from the 1960s/70s to 
a more contemporary look, but retained original 
features such as cornices, panelled doors and the 
turned wooden balustrades to the staircase. 
     They hadn’t tackled the kitchen, which was 
small and cramped with 1930s to 1960s cupboards. 
“In this round of  renovations we wanted a larger 
kitchen, a new utility room and a generally more 
open feel to the rear ground floor.”  

Costly process 
While Laura and Ian knew what they liked, they 
didn’t pore over every detail. “Looking back I’d go 
at it differently, at times we didn’t know what we 
wanted because we hadn’t the time to research all of  
our options,” she says.  
     “For the kitchen we knew what we liked, most 
importantly no handles but also a stone surface. We 

Sometimes it’s hard not to get carried away when 
you’re renovating your home… 
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The high spec kitchen cost 
£18,500

decided to go with a professional company that 
knew their stuff, to make sure we got it right. The 
upkeep is lovely and what we got is of  very good 
quality. The design works really well as we never 
have any clutter but we did spend £18,500 on it!”  
     “The lesson I’ve learned is the need to be clear 
about the budget,” she adds. “We got a bit carried 
away, we thought a couple thousand here and there 
wouldn’t make much difference but in the end it 
really adds up. We didn’t know much about the 
process so it was a question of  relying on the advice 
of  people who were very good at what they do, but 
also have ideas that cost money!” 
     “To some extent I felt we were being carried 
along too. There are some lovely features and I 
don’t regret the finished product, I suppose you 
just need to have a very clear idea of  cost. We 
refocused our attention on that when we realised 
we were going over budget.” 
     There are ways to get the same look for less 
money, she adds, which their architect advised 
them on. “We worked out exactly all of  the aspects �
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of  price and how to modify the design to bring 
costs down. So for the copper roof  we substituted 
a polymeric material of  the same colour that had 
similar looking ridges.” 
     In fact their architect guided them throughout 
the process. “He organised everything for us; three 
companies bid on the job, one was twice the price 
of  the other two, ruling himself  out. When it came 
to choose between the other two, we eventually 
decided to go for the builder recommended by my 
brother.”  
     Dealing with professionals also meant the 
couple were removed from the building part of  the 
process, which is what they sought. “We didn’t want 
to be dealing with direct labour, so our builder took 
charge and that took pressure off us, it was well 
worth it for the peace of  mind. The builder was 
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SECTIONAL ELEVATION C-C SECTIONAL ELEVATION D-D

UPPER GROUND FLOOR PLAN LOWER GROUND FLOOR PLAN



Air-water heat pumps with advanced 
building management system xCC 
 
Our systems are designed, manufactured, installed 
and commissioned by one company. Our team of 
professionals consists of: 

l Mechanical engineers
l Electricians
l Refrigeration engineers
l IT personnels
l Plumbers

Our guarantee is up to 40% lower running costs 
than standard heat pump systems 
7 Years Warranty on parts and labour
Reliable after sale support.

WWW.ACHEATING.IE

Tel: 058 23 749
E-mail: smarterheating@gmail.com
Fully complying with the latest part L building regulations. 
HARP database registered.

The only system with weather 
prediction in the market.
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really good and we had great dealings with him, so 
it worked out very smoothly on site.” 
     Delays, however, were on the cards. “We were 
waiting on the copper, glass and timber! But as 
it was a fixed price contract that didn’t affect the 
budget.” They finished in July 2012.   

Rotten apple 
There were some other unexpected elements. “We 
ran into problems during the build; it turned out 
there was dry rot! We did an insurance claim for it 
as the areas affected were the bathroom, hall and 
stairs. Thankfully all of  those were refurbished with 
a repayment.” 
     “We detected the problem in the middle 
of  September and got the claim approved by 
December, as we had to prove we hadn’t been 
negligent and the rot wasn’t our fault. The areas in 
which it spread in the bathroom were so hidden, we 
really couldn’t have seen it coming!” 
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     The demolition and re-plastering costs were 
covered by the insurance company; the claim was 
made through the builder, the architect wasn’t part 
of  the process.  
     Overall, it’s hard to achieve what Laura and 
Ian did with less money; features of  this quality are 
costly. But for a reason. “It does suit city living,” 
says Laura. “And when we crave some more space 
we go down to our farmhouse in Donegal.” Best of  
both worlds? n  

Astrid Madsen

House size: 920 sqft / 85 sqm 
Plot size: 6,370 sqft / 590 sqm 
Build cost (excl. kitchen): £47,000 
 
Build spec 
Build up: Timber wall, 20mm thick Siberian larch 
cladding boards on timber battens on breather 

membrane on plywood sheathing on timber 
frame dry-lined internally with 12mm thick 
plasterboard complete with vapour control layer. 
Insulation between timber studs: 70mm thick 
PIR board. Roof, polymeric roof membrane on 
polyester fleece on 22mm thick plywood sheet 
on timber rafters. Insulation between rafters 
120mm thick PIR board. Underside of rafters dry-
lined with 47mm thick plasterboard laminated 
PIR board to form ceiling. Floor, ceramic floor 
tiles on 30mm thick EPS tile backer board on 
reinforced concrete floor slab. Underside of slab 
dry-lined with 76mm thick laminated PIR board. 
U-values: roof 0.16 W/sqmK, timber wall 0.25 W/
sqmK, rendered wall 0.188 W/sqmK, floor 1.1 W/
sqmK.  
Windows: Double glazed, argon filled, low-e 
inner pane, polyester powder coated aluminium. 
U-value 1.1 W/sqmK 

The                          Shop
247 Castlereagh Rd, Belfast BT5 5FL

Tel: 02890 450103 Email: info@agabelfast.com

www.agabelfast.com

Considering a range cooker? visit www.agabelfast.com today 
for your FREE copy of the must read “Complete Guide to  Range Cooking”

100% AGAUP
TOHALF OF THE

RUNNING COSTS

- Independently controllable hotplates
- Low energy setting for the ovens
- 3 and 5- oven electric models available 
- Reduced ambient warmth at low 
energy setting
- Available in 12 colours
-Site anywhere in the kitchen

AGA Dual Control

ROI calling NI: prefix with 048   NI calling ROI: prefix with 00353(0)

info The companies listed below provide products & services relating to this article.

Architect 
Alastair Macnab Architects, Belfast, 
tel. 9065 7260, www.am-arch.co.uk  
Builder  
McLaughlin & Woods Building Contractors, Belfast, 
tel. 9070 2539, 
www.mclaughlinwoodsbuilders.com 
Structural engineer 
WYG, Belfast, tel. 9070 6000, www.wyg.com 

Kitchen  
Robinson Interiors, Belfast, tel. 9068 3838, 
www.robinsoninteriors.com 
Lighting scheme  
Lighting Design Belfast/ Lighting Design Online, 
www.lightingdesignonline.com 
Photography 
Paul Megahey Photography
Carrickfergus, Antrim BT38 8PF, mob: 07973 376465 
www.paulmegaheyphotography.com 
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