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Note from the Author



This book  aims to give you sufficient suggestions  and practical  advice and information to make your purchase and renovation in France a pleasure and not a chore. Not least important is its intention  to help you avoid making a disastrous  purchase:  regulations  or the topography prevent you from renovating  as you intended  or laying on utility services, or the property is unsound. It should  be read entirely before dipping  into any topics for specific information as it has not been written  as a manual.



You are already ‘sold’ on France  but are perhaps  undecided whether to buy a neuf (up to five years old) or an ancien (over five years old) property which requires renovation. Or, at the end of the buying process, you may have completed  your ancien purchase  and are considering  how best to renovate.



After 10 years of escalating property prices – around 90 per cent since the end of 1999 – price increases in 2006 slowed down in most areas of France. The FNAIM (French  National Federation of Estate  Agents) predicted  that there would be no dramatic  increases in 2007. Renovation projects  for short-term resale with a quick return  on investment  should therefore be less attractive. However  buyers whose purchase  is part  of a residence or long-term  plan will find it easier to enter the market,  and those requiring long mortgages  will now find more choice available from French  banks and mortgage  companies.  Properties  for renovation are, of course, by definition at the lower end of the ancien price ranges. Low-cost flights from the UK to various parts of France appear to be here to stay, helping to make the choice of which region to live in much wider than  the traditional renovated-property strongholds of Brittany  and Normandy.



Your initial search, whether you’re set on buying a maison de village (an old village cottage or house), a fermette (small farmhouse),  a maison de maˆitre (a fine town or country residence) or a specialty such as a former oil mill, water mill or windmill may mean several trips. If you’re not immediately  resident in the property, keeping an eye on any major work to be done, even if you’re employing a local architect  as the supervisory  maˆitre d’oeuvre, may mean frequent  visits. You may also wish to visit the UK  regularly if you are making the property your all-year-round home.



Location  is always a key element in a property purchase.  And especially so where property renovations are concerned  in France.  It may seem quite evident, but is the location  subject to an Alpine, Atlantic,  Continental or Mediterranean climate? Each climate is quite different  and their extremes should, ideally, be experienced and taken into account  prior to paying your 10 per cent deposit  when you sign the compromis de vente (preliminary contract  of sale). Will your budget match the work – including additional or replacement  heating  systems, air-conditioning, insulation,  storm-proofing and/or  wind-proofing  – that may be required? Global  warming over the last few years has seen prolonged  heat-waves in the South  of France  and unexpected  deluges and storms  throughout France.



While the mechanics of the buying procedure  are covered in Chapter 4 in the ‘First Considerations’ part  of this book,  emphasis is also given to verification of the materials used in the property under consideration and on effective methods  of prospecting  which eliminate a lot of otherwise wasted time. If a property is advertised  as ‘genuine 18th century’ ensure, for example, that  this can be certified.



The ‘First Considerations’ section also has chapters  on what may motivate the purchase,  accounts  of superb renovations, a detailed  look at the importance of location,  and the all-important local and national  regulations for property alterations and planning  permission.



This sets the scene for the ‘bricks and mortar’ part of the book, ‘Renovating Your Property’,  which is designed to provide you with sufficient knowledge about  French  building methods  and materials  so that  you can understand estimates and evaluate  work that  should  only be done by professional companies approved  by independent organisations. Personal safety, the solidity of the property  and the garantie décennale (10 year guarantee)  are all covered. This section looks at everything from full-scale conversions, renovations and restorations to terraces and verandas.  Risk-free DIY jobs, even if you’re not normally  a handyman (or woman),  are also described in this section.



The third  and final part,  ‘Practical Advice’, is designed to cut your costs wherever possible. It explains the best loans, tax advantages such as the dispositif de Robien (Robien’s tax law) applicable under certain conditions  to ancien properties,  estimates, best buys for materials  and tools and a reappraisal of the roles of architects  and/or  professional  contractors. It is important here to know that  conversion,  improvement, renovation and transformation work carried out by professional  builders to properties  over two years old, and which has not created a new building, extension, veranda or other  additional habitable  floor area with a ceiling height of 1.80 m or over, has benefited from the greatly reduced VAT rate of 5.5 per cent since September  1999. The French  government  has confirmed that  this reduced rate will continue  up until the end of 2010. This is another  good reason for buying for renovation as soon as you can. Chapter 16 gives full details.



Inevitably in a book of this kind, some information on topics like walls, floors, heating, etc. is common to different chapters. We have tried to keep repetition to a minimum  using cross-referencing.  In some instances information that could well have been part  of two chapters  is given in only one chapter.  For example, information on mains drainage and septic tanks is given in Chapter  9 (Renovation) under ‘The plumbing system’ although it could well have been part  of Chapter 8 (Complete  Transformation and Redesign).



Prices and approximate prices given for appliances,  materials  and building work are those known  to be practiced  or applied by manufacturers, suppliers or service companies.  Negotiation is possible, of course, particularly as concerns  estimates and purchases  of authentic  old or second-hand building materials.



A French-English dictionary  reminding  you of the words and expressions encountered in the text, and introducing you to some you will no doubt encounter,  is at the end of each topic or chapter. While the euro symbol, €, is shown before amounts in the text, e.g. ‘€5,000’, in the case of typical estimates the euro symbol is often afterwards, e.g. ‘300€’, as it would be in French  companies’ estimates.



I would like to thank  in particular Michel Segalen, who first took me on in his agence immobilière (estate agency company),  and Betty Bloom of Spa Properties  (Europe)  in London who sent me my first UK  enquiries.  My thanks  also go, in particular, to my brother-in-law, Pierre, who has put up with my curiosity over the years as he modified and renovated  his house creating new rooms, a veranda,  a swimming pool and a large fitted kitchen.




Richard Whiting
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Being Clear About Your Aims






You may not have decided yet where you plan to buy and the type of property you envisage, but it is important to have a clear idea from the outset  of the reasons  for your purchase.  Total  fees that  you, the acquéreur (buyer), must pay are between 10 and 15 per cent for a small or medium-size ancien property, to which you will probably  be adding  an architect  or construction expert’s fee and possibly that  of a géomètre expert (chartered surveyor) before you start  paying any renovation costs, so it is advisable to set your criteria down on paper  as a ‘Does it fit the bill?’ checklist at this stage.









WHAT ARE YOU PLANNING TO DO?






Will you be moving, lock stock and barrel,  to your ‘new’ permanent residence or are you seeking a holiday  home which you will visit regularly but may also let out for holidays to other  people? Are you looking for a sound  capital  investment,  and a good rental  return  if the property is to be rented  permanently on long or short-term leases? (Even if you’re not domiciled in France  for tax purposes  you may be subject to French  income tax on letting income and,  on the positive side, if your domicile fiscal is in France  your investment  may qualify for tax relief. (See here.) Or are you buying entirely for business purposes:  relocating  your office, creating chambres d’hôtes (bed and breakfast),  an ‘English’ estate agency, a small hotel/restaurant . . .?






Your  aims will directly affect your purchase,  renovation and maintenance budgets.






Permanent residence implies the choice of quality and lasting materials  you will find comfortable to live with, while a holiday-home purchase  implies practical,  easily maintained materials  with a more limited life which can be replaced from time to time at reasonable  cost.






If your property is planned  to be a holiday home you may have to consider employing a local company for outside maintenance work. In wooded areas, débroussaillage (shrub  and long grass clearance) around your property is obligatory  as a precaution against  forest fires. There is also an official obligation, every 10 years, to do up (ravaler) front,  rear and side walls of apartment blocks and houses, which is strictly applied in the Paris area and by certain  other  municipalities  throughout France.









PREMISES  FOR RENTAL OR OTHER BUSINESS PURPOSES






Business taxation details are outside the scope of this book,  but if you are seeking premises for rental  or other  business purposes  the guidelines below will be useful:







	•
	If your annual rental income exceeds e 23,000, or more than 50 per cent of your total  annual  income is rental,  you will be considered  to be a professional landlord  and liable for payment of taxe professionnelle (local business tax). Registration before you go into business (when you will probably  only have a first-year income forecast) with your local Registre du Commerce is obligatory: a chicken and egg situation.  A louer en meublé professionnel or LMP (professional  landlord  of furnished accommodation) is, however, exempt from paying capital  gains on any property which he resells at least five years after the date of purchase. 




	•
	If you are not considered  to be a professional  landlord  you may be exempt from paying income tax on rental  incomes from grant-holding students  and people living on Social Security allowances. 




	•
	If you operate  a business on a sole trader  basis (en nom propre) using a room in your home as your day-time office, this should not affect the way the property is taxed as your private  residence. 




	•
	Since the beginning of August  2003 new legislation regarding  business activity (Loi pour l’initiative économique 2003-72) has made it easier to operate  (exercer) and register (domicilier) many businesses from home addresses provided  there are no regulations  to the contrary  in the general conditions  which relate to your residence. For  example, if you live in a residential apartment block there may be a prohibitive  clause, even if you are a proprietor. You are, therefore, advised to check the regulations prevailing at the time of purchase, preferably  using a bilingual taxation expert. They advertise  regularly in property magazines such as French Property News (see Further Reading). Or, if your French is up to it, check directly, for free, with the local tax office (hôtel/centre des impôts). You will find their addresses under  impôts, trésor public in the Pages Jaunes telephone directory  (or use the www.pagesjaunes.fr website). 








Useful vocabulary










	acquéreur

	buyer








	agence immobilière

	estate agency








	architecte

	architect








	expert (estimation  immobilière) 

	property valuer








	géomètre expert

	chartered  surveyor








	 immobilier ancien

	property over five years old








	immobilier neuf

	property under  five years old








	location meublé 

	furnished  accommodation








	louer en meublé professionnel

	professional  landlord  of furnished accommodation








	maˆitre d‘œuvre

	(building) project  manager (probably an architect)








	résidence principale

	main home








	résidence secondaire

	second home
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Some Typical and Not So Typical Conversions, Renovations and Restorations






Perhaps  you’ve decided what to buy and why, but are still looking,  or perhaps  you’ve found  your dream  property. Or maybe you’re keeping your options  open on both  situation  and type of property while you’re scanning property details and advertisements  to see what catches your interest.






Whatever  your situation,  this chapter  will give you a glimpse of what can and has been done to various old properties  in those areas of France, such as Britanny,  Normandy, Savoy, Provence and Languedoc-Roussillon, which remain popular with British buyers. Reference is also made to the Dordogne and an exceptional  Corsican  tale is mentioned. We’ll look at continuous improvements  which become a way of life, an unending  work of art,  or something  more practical  with definite, or almost  definite, start  and finish dates. Bear in mind that local regulations  may take precedence over national building regulations  (see here), and what you’ve seen and liked in Britanny,  for example, will not necessarily be allowed in the neighbouring region (région) of Lower Normandy where you would prefer to live.
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Figure 1   Brittany  longère. Granite  built  with long slate roof  and  heavy granite  arches  or surrounds to windows.







BRITANNY









Case study – a longère






The classic rural  property is the longère: as its name suggests, a long barn-type farmhouse. Our case study is of a late 17th century example in the Morbihan département, the southernmost part  of the region: a granite-walled, slate-roofed  building languishing  in a garden  which was wasting away.






Stabling,  a cowshed, a clay-walled living room  and a hayloft  were transformed, after eight months  of hard  and continuous work, into a spacious habitation providing  a lounge and separate  dining room  (leadingοinto the kitchen),  as well as four bedrooms  for friends and family visits. All the load-bearing ceiling beams on the ground  floor were stripped  down, sanded  and treated  with fungicide. The downstairs arched  windows overlooking  the garden were restored,  with their granite surrounds, to their original perfection.  A chalk-based  plaster for the interior  walls replaced the original clay base, bringing light to what was formerly a sombre  abode.









The dining room and lounge






Rooms  have been laid out so that  the dining room  is entered  directly from the front  door,  with the dining room  table positioned  to make the most of sunlight all year round.  The hearth  of the lounge fireplace, which is over 250 years old and made from granite  blocks set into the wall, and the mantelpiece beam, support  low rows of loosely laid stone slabs which retain the heat. This, in effect, was where the farmers  cooked their meals.






Traditional style floor tiles which are regularly oiled for cleansing and preservation purposes  have been laid onto  a slightly raised floor. The original clay floor made no provision  for damp-proofing so metal sheeting has been laid onto  a sand base, covered with flexible plastic sheeting, to provide  the base for this new floor.









The kitchen






Running  on from the dining room,  the kitchen has been ingeniously designed and fitted in keeping with the traditional old-world character  of the house, while offering modern  units. Floor  to ceiling cupboards are given preference over wall elements, and wall tiling is limited. There are several high open shelves full of bric-a-brac, and the doors and facades of the floor storage  units have a bright  yellow lacquered  finish. Near  the window a breakfast  bar doubles  as a side-board  in the evenings. The cooker  is quite separate  – not integrated  with the tiled work tops. The overall effect is a harmonious and natural extension  to the living areas of dining room  and lounge. 









The garden






As the property is a second home the owner has replanted  some fruit, fir and oak trees and some hardy  perennials,  which flower from April to October, with an eye to easy maintenance. Hydrangea shrubs, in particular, thrive in the Britanny  soil and climate. The meadow grass only needs occasional weeding, and some non-cemented shale paving stones, just simply laid down, are the garden  paths. 









Other properties






Renovations can, of course, take much longer than  eight months.  In this instance,  the owner is Parisian  and was no doubt  on hand  regularly to oversee the work and probably  put in the finishing touches. This was not the case with a British couple living in London, who bought  a similar property in Britanny  in 1990 for £25,000 and spent around £80,000 and many holidays over 12 years doing it up. Re-wiring (see here) and a leaking roof meant they couldn’t actually live in the property for the first five years. Eventually a local architect was brought in to supervise a large part of the renovation. The property was however valued at the end of 2002 at around £150,000 (approximately €225,000) – not too bad, after all. 






Sizes of longères do, of course, vary: from a quite respectable  100 m2  to a large property with about  400 m2  floor area.









LOWER NORMANDY









Case study – a pressoir






In the heart of the Augeron  cider and Camembert producing  area, a former pressoir (cider press-house) now enjoys a residential life. The classic exterior still features  oak half-timbered facades with intervening  strips of clay-plastering. (If re-pointing  of the joints between timbers and the plaster or stone parts  of the walls is required,  a limestone mortar  is strongly recommended.) The ample interior  floor area was ripe for numerous possibilities. 






The new owners have sensibly maintained the original room  structures  and prolonged  and overhanging  sloping roofs, respecting the 18th century architectural style. This queue de geai (‘jay’s tail’) roof offered storm protection when agricultural workers  went up the outside staircase to the granary  loft. An interior  staircase has now replaced this staircase: safer and less of an invitation to possible intruders. Slate roof tiles have replaced the thatch,  reducing maintenance costs and lowering the insurance  premium.
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Figure 2   Normandy pressoir. Enlarged view of the overhanging  queue de geai (jay’s tail) roof and the colombage (half-timbered) walls with timbering  partly  over the windows.







The living room and sitting room






As with our longère, the beaten-earth floors have now been tiled. The entrance area and sitting room have diagonally laid patchworks of variously shaded  terracotta tiles and the living room  has authentic  18th century tiles which have been stripped  down, oiled and then waxed. (Re-waxing, using a natural wax, is recommended  every six months.) 






The old mill-stone press room  has been emptied of its cumbersome machinery  to become the spacious lounge with oak-beamed ceilings. A specially commissioned  stone fireplace, using local stone, with an oak mantelpiece, has been built by a local craftsman  in the Norman tradition. A wide-spread  wrought-iron chandelier  gives the illusion of reducing the ceiling height to make the room  feel cosier.






To brighten  what is now the sitting room,  the clay-filled parts  of the colombage (half-timbered  façades) have been stripped  out and a large double-glazed  plate-glass window has been installed behind the timberwork, which remains in its entirety.  Architectural integrity is thus preserved while the owners enjoy a better  view of the garden.
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		Problems with damp



		Different uses of basements











		Ground-level former stabling, cattle sheds, work floors or similar



		Floor coverings



		Main floor tile types



		Laying flooring

















8 Complete Transformation and Redesign







		Using an architect



		Demolition permits



		Work completed report documents



		Bedrooms



		Kitchens



		Bathrooms



		Bathroom and kitchen floor and wall coverings



		Doors



		Windows









9 Renovation







		Roofing



		Termites



		Asbestos



		Lead-content paints



		Shutters



		Maintaining shutters











		Reviewing the electrical wiring



		your electricity tariff



		Electrical circuits



		Socket amperages and numbers



		French plugs



		Safety regulations



		Re-wiring and updating appliances











		Heating options



		Electrical heating



		Gas central heating



		Oil-fired central heating



		Under-floor heating



		Log-burning fireplaces and stoves



		Solar power











		Alarm systems



		The plumbing system



		Pipe and tubing materials most frequently used



		Mains drainage system and septic tanks



















10 Restoration







		Enamelware



		Fireplaces



		Floor tiles



		Wall tiles



		Shutters



		Staircases



		Wooden doors and ceiling beams



		Ravalement









11 Redecoration







		Using an artisan peintre



		Employing a dÉcorateur



		Preparation



		Materials



		Undercoats and roughcast coatings for interiors



		Cork, wood-panel strips and made-up wood slabs



		Paints



		Wallpaper and wall fabrics

















12 Outhouses, Swimming Pools and Terraces







		Outhouses



		Stone shed outhouses



		Larger outhouses











		Swimming pools



		Utility



		Position



		Size



		Safety



		Construction type and guarantee



		Some technical terms



		Cost and value



		Appearance



		Maintenance











		Terraces



		Foundations



















Part Three: Practical Advice







13 Basic Materials and Tools







		Where to buy diy products



		General maintenance



		Tools



		Specialised equipment









14 Companies, Materials and Shopping







		Building companies



		Qualibat



		Maˆitre artisan



		Qualifelec



		English-speaking companies











		Building materials



		Nf products



		Certificats cstbat



		Acotherm



		‘Private labels’











		Shopping around



		DIY, architect or professional contractor?











15 Cost, Finance, VAT and Taxation







		Cost



		Estimates



		Finance



		Le prêt conventionné (pc)



		Crédit immobilier bancaire (bank property loan)



		Prêts bancaires personnels (personal bank loans)



		Le prêt pass-travaux



		Loans for gas and electrical work











		VAT (TVA)



		taxation



		Taxe foncière (land tax)



		Taxe d’habitation (community tax)



		Taxe locale d’équipement (town planning tax)



		Le crédit d’impôt



		The robien and borloo tax relief measures

















Useful Websites







Further Reading







Index







How To Short-e Guides
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