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Introduction

1. Last year I visited Germany and was incredibly impressed by the way that basements are integrated into their plans for housing developments. 

2. About 98% of German houses have basements and I was told throughout my visit that in mainland Europe basements are seen as a way to maximise land-use for small cost increase. Typically in Germany this is only a 2 - 12% cost increase for up to 50% more living space.

3. As well as seeing houses with basements being used as additional living space, I visited Glatthaar Fertigkeller - the largest manufacturer in Germany of prefabricated basements.  They have an annual production of 7 - 10,000 basements from 12 locations in Germany. 2,000 from three highly automated plants owned by the company and an additional 5 - 8,000 from 9 franchised operations. 

4. I was extremely impressed. The company specialises in the supply of prefabricated basements, but does also undertake planning, structural engineering, and ground-works.  

5. The company’s success has been founded on a patented design for a 100% waterproof cellar, together with continual attention to product quality. I even saw a 300 tonne floating show-house at its factory headquarters site in Schramberg-Waldmössinge. 
6. This technology demonstrated, to me, that the basement water-proofing concerns of yesteryear are a thing of the past - if we can build a floating house with a basement the sky (or maybe I should say below the subsoil) is the limit!  
Background 

7. Everyone knows that basements were once common in the UK, but their use declined after the 1914-18 war, as land was comparatively cheap and their function changed. 

8. I am pleased to see, from the evidence of this conference, that there is now renewed interest in domestic basements and I am aware of a number of excellent companies operating in this field in the UK.

9. And it is obvious why - the Basements Information Centre has drawn my attention to a number of studies, which show the basement's viability in cost terms, and outline the benefits such as improved design, flexibility, better land use, and more stable construction. 

10. Then there is increased energy efficiency for buildings with basements. This comes from a reduction in the area of externally exposed walls, coupled with improved insulation created by the surrounding soil. 

11. Also we should note that on some brownfield sites - due to excessive contamination and the need to carry out remediation work - it is quite common to have to remove large amounts of soil. This gives an opportunity to construct basements and make best use of any additional costs entailed in ground work.

12. In addition, for contaminated sites there is less soil to bring back onto the site in order to reinstate levels. Increased costs can occur on non-contaminated brownfield land simply by the need to excavate deeper in order to remove existing foundations and other obstructions. Basements can possibly help recoup some of these costs. In other cases, basements can be used to create a raft foundation and make good use of the excavated space. 

13. It seems to me that what the Basements Information Centre is trying to achieve is very much in line with the Government's commitment to delivering sustainable communities and economic land use.

Density

14. As anyone who thinks about it for a minute would realise, a basement can provide 50% more living space for a two-storey house and can double the floor area of a bungalow without increasing the plot size. 

15. What is less obvious is that the City of Westminster, for example, not only has the highest property prices in the UK but it also has some of the highest density housing - ie. the number of houses per hectare. 

16. If you have walked around Westminster you will realise that many of the older houses do have basements. I understand that these were originally provided not only for servants and/or for the storage of solid fuel but also as a solution to rising damp. They are now being reused as smart pied a terres and hence contributing in a perfectly acceptable way to high density figures in parts of London. 

17. You are aware, of course, that the Government places great emphasis on encouraging increased density of housing developments as part of Planning Policy Guidance 3.

18. There are also Government targets for reducing greenfield development by using previously developed land. We have a target whereby 60% of new developments must be on brownfield land - and I am pleased to say we are reaching and exceeding this target - it is currently at 67%. 

19. I have no doubt that the talent for creativity and innovation within the construction industry will mean that it will be interested in the contribution that basements can make in increasing density and thus meeting these targets.

Energy Efficiency

20. The ODPM’s sustainable communities plan also seeks to increase the environmental sustainability of developments. As you may be aware the Government is currently taking forward the Code for Sustainable Building – this will help.

21. I am also interested to hear that the British Cement Association has carried out through BRE a research project to determine the thermal performance of dwellings with basements built wholly or partly below ground compared with dwellings of equivalent volume built wholly above ground. 

22. The study confirmed that the inclusion of a basement did produce thermal benefits. Interestingly, the amount of energy saved depended upon the form and position of the basement.  Further details on this can be found in the main body of their report.

Market for Basements

23. Interest in basements has been growing strongly amongst self builders as plots become more limited in area, and this market now accounts for some 10 - 12% of the new house market.  

24. Indeed, in some cases the whole house is constructed underground! The press recently featured a new house built for an architect, which rose only 6 feet above ground. With new technology previous problems of lighting and access to services can easily be solved. This particular house has a lawn as a roof.

25. Surprisingly it wasn't an "eco Home" in a rural situation - it was in Notting Hill. The plot was difficult to use because of planning restrictions, which meant that the building could not be the conventional height.

26. Obviously a one-off - but can elements of this type of approach be applied in other areas? In particular this example draws attention to the importance of design in building below ground.

27. On a wider front there is increasing interest in and use of basements within the speculative housing market. Figures of 10,000 basement related projects a year have been recorded by the NHBC and although this is small in terms of the total new-build market, there are real signs of greater and wider use. 

28. For example, basement trials have been carried out by some of the biggest housebuilders. The most recent and most extensive use of basements on an essentially flat site is the Martin Grant Homes’ Riverview Court development on the banks of the River Cam in Cambridge. Cambridge is, of course, in one of the Growth Areas identified in the sustainable communities plan. 

29. This site has 35 homes with basements and because the development contains otherwise identical houses without basements it offers the potential for true costs comparisons. To permit greater natural light and ventilation, many of these properties have sunken patios leading directly from the basement. Once again this shows the importance of well-thought out and executed design. 

30. We think it is both desirable and beneficial in any development stage to involve as many people as possible in the design of houses, community facilities and public space. We think it leads to better and more appropriate design.

31. Community involvement is a cornerstone of the sustainable communities plan. In the past I have even said it is the plan's solid foundations - to today's audience maybe I should say that community involvement must be the basement underpinning it all!

Refurbishment

32. And we are not talking just about new build - as I said earlier many buildings have an existing cellar or a small basement. These are often of poor quality with little waterproofing, little heating and often with limited headroom. 

33. With increased house prices there are now clear advantages in upgrading such space so that it can be put to beneficial use - in the same way that loft conversions are popular. I gather that it is now technically possible to improve waterproofing and insulation so that basements can be brought back into use at a standard which is appropriate to the 21st century. 

34. I find it impressive, and amazing, that it is now even possible to create an entirely new light and dry basement under an existing house. 

Building Regulations

35. As you will all be aware, the ODPM is the Government department responsible for building regulations. Indeed, I suspect this may have something to do with why you invited me here today!

36. The most important of the available publications is the industry published Approved Document – “Basements for Dwellings”. This was first published in 1997, and has been updated to align with the Building Regulations 2000. Two additional chapters covering plain masonry and plain in situ concrete retaining walls have also been produced. I understand that these will be issued for public comment in next month.

37. For more information on this, I am pleased to say that Paul Everall, Head of the Buildings Division in the ODPM, will be panellist later on today to answer any questions you may have.
The Basement Information Centre

38. I would like to thank The Basement Information Centre for organising today's conference. Some may be surprised that such an organisation exists but by bringing together a number of parties having a common interest in basements, and providing technical and commercial expertise to produce guidance and services for basements for dwellings, it provides a useful service.

39. You have raised some concerns - exactly the role of such an organisation. We recognise the benefits of basements and applaud your work in communicating these benefits to the wider world. I am sure you will continue to engage with Government on this issue.

40. Nevertheless, I hope that you have got the message loud and clear that this Government is supportive of your work to promote greater use of high quality basements. I hope that the construction industry will invest in basement technology and products and adopt further measure for improving the quality and standards of basement construction for new and existing housing.

Conclusion

41. So to conclude, dark, damp, dingy basements are a thing of the past.   Bright, modern, energy efficient basements that are extensively built throughout North America and mainland Europe are the future.   More living accommodation for the same footprint has to be the right way forward.

42. I trust that you have a successful conference and that I can expect to see ever greater use of basements in new housing developments with the UK. 

43. I am sorry I can not stay with you – we are launching the Government's five year plan – Homes For All - today, so you can imagine I am quite busy. But I hope that you will recognise that you have in me a Minister who is a genuine basement buff.  I wish you a successful conference and a successful future for the basement industry.
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