
 

Monday, October 1, 2018 

FmK Architecture was founded in March 2009, by managing directors Jason 
Fleck & Ronan McKee. 
Since then FmK have went on to expand and specialise not only in Bespoke 
Dwellings & Extensions, they have also went on to specialise in low cost, low 
energy ECOHomes. 
In 2013 managing director Ronan McKee decided to embark on his very own 
selfbuild ECOHome. 
This blog will take you through all the highs and lows you can expect through 
the whole selfbuild process. 
The blog will be written by myself; Ronan McKee, as I go through the entire 
process. Hopefully you will find it interesting, informative and enjoyable. 
Please feel free to write your comments or share your selfbuild experiences 
also!! 

Planning 

Without doubt, the most dreaded stage of the selfbuild process!! I am 
originally from a farming background, and as such I always wanted to move 
back home and build on our land with my very own designed home. 
With all the extensive knowledge of the planning process and 
particularly PPS21 (since it was introduced in Nov 2008) that I had gained 
through our practice FmK Architecture; ï I thought I had enough of a chance 
to try for Outline Planning Permission. 

 
Outline Planning Permission 
So in December 2011, I submitted our Outline Planning Application. After 
many discussions, drawings, letters, phone calls, emails and some 
compromising on my side, I finally got my site approved in February 2012. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.fmkni.com/Bespoke%20Dwellings.htm
http://www.fmkni.com/Bespoke%20Dwellings.htm
http://www.fmkni.com/residential-extensions-sunrooms-loft%20conversions.htm
http://www.ecohomesni.com/
http://www.fmkni.com/pps21.htm
http://www.fmkni.com/


 

The outline application process took just 3months, which I would add is 
faster than normal, as this can be anything up to 6months! 
We have quite a good relationship with working with planning and put quite a 
lot of effort into our applications, and as a result, we receive quite speedy and 
positive results ï see our planning approval list here 

The Design 
Without doubt, as a client and a soon to be self-builder, this is the most 
exciting and enjoyable part of the whole process!! Seeing all your years of 
wanting your own bespoke home; all your ideas, dreams, aspirations come to 
life on a page and then in a realistic 3d Model - it really is a brilliant feeling. 
For me, as the designer and the client, I found it the most difficult!! 
Trying to design a home of your own after designing hundreds of homes for 
other people. 
I decided not to rush this process and just take my time, eventually, after 
many, many, many drafts and re-designs - i finally got there!! 

 

3D Concept View - Front 

 

3D Concept View - Rear 

http://www.fmkni.com/Recently%20Approved%20Planning%20Applications.htm


 

 

Photomontage of House on the Site 

 

So, after I had finally managed to get to this stage it was down to the making 

the planning application for reserved matters - which is based on the rules 

previously set out by the Outline Planning Permission! 

I lodged the application in October 2012 and that was it - the waiting game... 

the bit every self-builder fears - will it get approved?? 

Again, based on all the experience gained through our practice, I submitted a 

highly detailed application and I happy to report it received FULL PLANNING 

PERMISSION in just over a month later. 

 

 

All be it there were a few issues and concerns along the way, but discussions 
with planning and again a few compromises it was all sorted. 
I would like to add, planning service receive a lot of bad press when it comes 
to self builds, but with the knowledge & reputation our practice have gained, 
along with a good understanding and working relationship that we have 
developed over the years - we find the planning service and the application 
process relatively straight forward. 
Our ethos at FmK architectures is really; if we think you have a good chance, 
we make a application - if we think you are wasting your time and more 
importantly, you hard earned money - then we don't make an application 
This ethos has stood us well since PPS21 was implemented in 2008; as a 
result we have only received a handful of refused applications - these were 
mostly high risk applications which the clients were aware of, or ones which 
vital information was held back from us. 

http://www.fmkni.com/pps21.htm


 

This has resulted in our practice enjoying a 98% approval rate to date!! 
so; 
Pheww... 
A huge relief!! I can now relax; until i start the next stage - detailed drawings & 
a Building Control Application to the local council. 

 
Building Control - Detailed Drawings 

So, after receiving planning permission in November 2012, I set into moving 
the planning drawing drawings on, into more complex, detailed drawings; to 
enable my house to be constructed. 
This process is often referred to in a few different ways; either detailed 
drawings, construction drawings, building control drawings or specifications, 
either way itôs all the same. 
This is the point where you have to make up your mind and make that all 
important final decision on what products, materials etc to use where. 
Although during the concept design stage and also the planning stage we 
would have a fair idea of what the client would be using for most aspects of 
the build, there is lots of little questions to answer. 
These can range from first floor construction of timber joists or engineered 
joists or precast concrete slabs. One of these methods must be chosen, and 
each method is detailed in its own specific way, and each method brings 
different pros and cons to your design. 

 

 
 

Timber Floor Joists 
 

http://www.fmkni.com/Recently%20Approved%20Planning%20Applications.htm


 

 
 

Engineered Floor Joists 

 

Another major choice is the heating system; Do I use oil? Do I use a 
renewable? Do I want solar panels etc. Like most things in life and particularly 
in a selfbuild project, it usually comes down to Cost! Money! Budget! The 
dreaded words used regularly through the building process. 

 

Solar Thermal & Solar PV Panels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On top of these decisions, there are lots of junctions and details to be thought 
about, behind the scenes, by the designer. These go towards make your 
building what it is and how it will perform, both in comfort and efficiency; you 
will often hear Kevin McCloud from Grand Designs refer to the quote ñthe devil 
is in the detailò. 

http://www.channel4.com/programmes/grand-designs/


 

So again, coming at this project from two angles; as the client and also the 
designer, I had plenty to think about. This stage for me was the scariest. This 
was mainly because I was so afraid that a new technology may appear, a new 
product or material might come on to the market or even a totally new method 
of doing the same old detail would be developed, and I would have missed it, 
and I would be forever cursing myself for missing it, or not thinking of it. 
Unfortunately, I think even after the build is completed, I will still be torturing 
myself over these issues ï the fear factor of doing something wrong or 
detailing something that could have been detailed in a fractional better way, 
this will haunt me for the rest of my days I think. 
But the reality is, this is what happens, evolution, technological advances etc, 
so its all about research and development, constantly testing your methods, 
trying to rethink details and junctions, and in the end hope to come out at the 
front ï or as close as possible. 
In our practice, we constantly strive to better our designs and construction 
methods in order to achieve better performing houses, more efficient, more 
comfortable and above all more economic. 
Our FmK ECOHomes range is at the forefront of this. We constructed and 
completed our first one back in December 2012, and are constructing our next 
one at present.  

 

FmK ECOHome No.01 

http://fmk-architecture.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/eco-home-templepatrick.html
http://fmk-architecture.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/eco-home-templepatrick.html


 

 

FmK ECOHome No.02 - under construction 

Our first home was over double what the current building regulations were at 
the time of build. These regulations increased in Nov 2012 and as a result we 
decided to further increase our own methods to stay well ahead again. 
We decided to bring in a specialist air-tightness company, to advise and train 
all our FmK team and all our FmK Approved Contractors, so we could move 
forward with buildings which are more air tight. 

Why build air tight? 

To put this in perspective; a standard home built to current regs, only has to 
achieve 10 air changes per hour ï thatôs the volume of air in your home, 
changing ten times, every hour; so, ten times that you have to heat that air up. 
An airtight home built to the passive house standard has to achieve a 
maximum of 0.5 air changes per hour! Quite a difference? I would add that 
this isnôt easily achieved, it requires a lot of detailing and thought out junctions 
and this is what we are trying to achieve on ourECOHome - Templepatrick 
Why Build Passive / Passivhaus? 
An indirect result of this training has now resulted in us deciding to open an 
online ECOhomes STORE, where our clients, contractors and the general 
public can purchase the airtightness products as well as other specialist 
products which we use but can be hard to obtain or source. 

http://fmk-architecture.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/eco-home-templepatrick.html
http://fmk-architecture.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/eco-home-templepatrick.html
http://www.buildingcontrol-ni.com/regulations
http://fmk-architecture.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/eco-home-templepatrick.html
http://passipedia.passiv.de/passipedia_en/basics/what_is_a_passive_house
http://fmk-architecture.blogspot.co.uk/2013/09/eco-home-templepatrick.html


 

 

 
Another step we decided to take as a practice, was to undertake training to 
become Certified Passive House Designers, but I will talk more on this later. 

 

 

  

On Site ï Construction (this is where the fun starts!!) 

The building control drawings have been lodged to the local council and have 
been approved, so I can now set about getting on with the works on site. 

Being a selfbuild which I am overseeing and carrying out some of the work 
myself, I wonôt be using a main contractor on the job. I will oversee sourcing 
and ordering materials, as well as the different trades at the different times. 

A main contractor is an excellent way of doing a selfbuild, you get a fixed price 
and you know where you stand. You also have the hassle free benefit when 
you use a contractor, as it is they who sorts out all the aspects of the project, 
you just have to make some small decisions on windows, positions of 
appliances etc!! 

The other side is you must pay slightly more for this peace of mind, hassle 
free method of doing a selfbuild. I have chosen to selfbuild myself, as firstly I 
relish the chance to get my hands dirty and get stuck in where I can, while 
also being on site to make sure everything is done to the high level I am 
hoping to achieve. Then normal factor here also applies ï Budget! I am also 
doing this as itôs the only way we can afford to do a new selfbuild home., as I 
said, always comes down to moneyé 

http://passipedia.passiv.de/passipedia_en/certification/certified_passive_house_designers


 

  

Clearing the site 

March 2013 

The first step was to hire a digger and driver and get the topsoil stripped back 
off the site: 

 

  

The site was then filled up with hardcore and loose fill, around the perimeter of 
the site, while also being used to construct the lane/drive way into the site. 
The loose-fill around the outside of the footprint where no building taking 
place, then the hardcore used inside the footprint where founds will be 
needing dug. 

 

  

Once the hardcore stones have been laid where the footprint will be, the site is 
now ready to be marked out. 



 

This can be done by using the traditional method of lines and cross-bars; or 
by using the more modern method of a digital theodolite. 

I opted for the digital method as my footprint has quite a lot of out-shots and 
corners. Using the theodolite meant I could get it marked out quite easily and 
accurately. 

 

I could have still marked it out using the lines & cross-bar method but this 
would of taken a lot longer and meant a lot of lines and parallels being pulled 
and can increase the chances of human error. 

Firstly, the main external corners are marked out, then from these you can find 
all the necessary internal walls. When marking out initially for the founds, the 
centreline of the wall is marked out. A bag of lime is used to mark out all the 
wall lines and the digger can take it from here. 

The digger then digs out each wall, lining up the centre of the digger bucket or 
jig of the digger, with the white line on the ground. This process is repeated 
until all white lines are replaced with dug out trenches. 

         

 



 

  

This usually could take at least a full day to dig out but obviously depends on 
your site conditions, size and shape of house and storing of the excavated 
material. I got mine all dug out just in time as the sun was shining as we were 
digging and we enjoyed a lovely dry site; this was quickly replaced with Snow 
the next day!! 

 

The next step then is to insert steel rods into the centre of all the foundation 
trenches. These are hammered into the earth to a depth of 300mm 
(foundation depth) above ground level, starting at the highest point of any of 
the trenches. Then using a laser level, taking the level from the first steel rod, 
and inserting the next rod until it is level with the first. This is repeated until all 
the trenches have been covered. The foundations are now ready for the 
concrete!! 

 

  

So, the first actual building onsite, the first material being installed; concrete! 
The steel rods act as markers for pouring the concrete, idea being; when the 
marker disappears, you have a min of 300mm thick concrete installed in the 
foundation. 

An easy way to install the concrete is to use the same digger bucket, but put 
on backwards, so the bucket now acts in reverse. 



 

 

  

The concrete is then distributed by the digger around founds and is then 
levelled by use of the good old fashioned shovel; powered by man I'm afraid! 

 

  

It is now the 27th March 2013 and once all concrete has been poured in the 
founds, we await it to cure and harden and ready to start building the footings. 
In my case i left it approx. a week and started the blockwork. 

  

    



 

  

So on 01st April 2013 I started on site with the footings. Before I done this I 
got the external corners of the walls marked out on the concrete founds again. 
Previously I had the centre lines all set out for digging; this time round we set 
out the external corners for building by hammering in a nail at each corner into 
the concrete foundation. The builders then use these nails to set out the wall 
lines. 

  

 

  

In my case I installed a row of Quinnlite thermal blocks to the top of all my 
walls to minimise the cold bridging effect from the ground up into the walls, 
this is for all internal and external walls. This is probably a bit of overkill in this 
detail, but I wanted to maximise where i could. We use a slightly different 
detail for all our Low Energy designs, but which is more cost effective but has 
the same effect. 

By using them the way i have, you need to paint the external face of the 
Quinnlites with bitumen to stop them from absorbing moisture from the earth. 
This only applies to areas where the blocks will be below ground level. 

  

 


