
Victorian Terrace House

Draughty but Dandy? Why Your Victorian Terrace Needs a
Ventilation Upgrade
Ah, the classic Victorian terrace house. A quintessential part of the UK’s urban landscape. We love
them for their sturdy brickwork, high ceilings, and charming period features. They’re a beautiful
slice of history. But there’s a secret hidden within those solid walls: they were built to be, for want of
a better word, a bit draughty.

This “draughtiness” was, in fact, a crude form of natural ventilation. Air would constantly seep in
through gaps in the floorboards, around the single-glazed sash windows, and up the chimney from
the old fireplace. This constant, uncontrolled flow of air kept the indoor air relatively fresh.

Fast forward to the 21st century, and we’ve cleverly sealed up these old homes to make them cosier
and cheaper to heat. We’ve added double glazing, laid solid floors, and insulated the walls. This is
brilliant for saving on our energy bills and reducing our carbon footprint, but it’s terrible for our
indoor air quality (IAQ). We’ve essentially put our homes in a giant, air-tight Tupperware box.

Why Good Air Quality is a Big Deal
So, what’s lurking in our air that’s so bad? Lots of things we might not even consider. Think of all
the everyday activities that release pollutants into our indoor atmosphere.

Cooking and Cleaning: Fumes, moisture, and Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) from
cleaning products.
Showering and Laundry: All that steam and moisture can lead to serious condensation
issues.
You! We all breathe out carbon dioxide (CO2​) and give off moisture, especially when we’re
asleep.

Without a way for this stale air to escape, you’re not just creating a stuffy atmosphere; you’re
building a breeding ground for problems. This can manifest as health issues like allergies, asthma,
and headaches, or physical damage to the property, such as damp, mould, and peeling paint.

The Rulebook: Approved Document F, 2022
This is where the official guidance comes in. Approved Document F (ADF) Vol 1, 2022 is the UK
building regulation that lays out the requirements for ventilation in new and existing dwellings. The
2022 edition is a big deal, as it puts a greater emphasis on providing adequate ventilation,
particularly when a property undergoes a major refurbishment.

In short, if you’re undertaking major renovations that impact the fabric of your Victorian terrace,
like adding new windows or external wall insulation, you have a duty to ensure the property can still
“breathe” properly. The regulations provide a clear framework for how to achieve this.
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The Solutions: Making Your Home Breathe Again
So, what’s a Victorian homeowner to do? Fortunately, there are several ventilation strategies that
can be used to bring your home up to modern standards. They range from simple adjustments to
more comprehensive systems.

Simple Solutions (Not Always Enough)

Trickle Vents: These are small slots in the top of a window frame that allow a continuous,
controlled flow of air. They are a minimum requirement for new windows in many cases and
are a fantastic way to provide background ventilation.
Background Wall Vents: These are small, discreet vents that can be fitted in external walls
to provide a similar function to trickle vents.

More Advanced Solutions (The Gold Standard)

For a truly healthy home that meets modern standards, you’ll need to consider mechanical
ventilation.

Continuous Mechanical Extract Ventilation (C-MEV): A central fan unit (often in a loft or
cupboard) continuously extracts air at a low rate from “wet rooms” like kitchens and
bathrooms. This creates negative pressure, drawing fresh air in through background vents and
trickle vents. It’s an effective and relatively low-cost solution.
Decentralised Mechanical Extract Ventilation (d-MEV): Think of this as a mini-MEV
system for each room. These are single, continuously running fans located in the wet rooms.
They are a good option for retrofits where ductwork might be difficult to install.
Mechanical Ventilation with Heat Recovery (MVHR): This is the ultimate solution. A
central MVHR unit not only extracts stale air from wet rooms but also supplies filtered, fresh
air to habitable rooms (living rooms, bedrooms). The clever part is that the outgoing warm,
stale air passes through a heat exchanger, which transfers up to 95% of its heat to the
incoming fresh, cold air. This means you get a constant supply of fresh air without losing
valuable heat, making it a dream for energy efficiency. MVHR is most cost-effective to install
during a full refurbishment, as it requires a network of ducts to be fitted throughout the
property.
Decentralised Mechanical Ventilation with Heat Recovery (d-MVHR): There are
challenges of retrofitting centralised MVHR. This is where decentralised, or “push-pull”,
MVHR systems come in. These are individual units fitted in external walls, usually in habitable
rooms like bedrooms and living rooms. They work in pairs: one unit extracts stale air for a
period (e.g., 70 seconds) while recovering heat, while the other unit simultaneously supplies
fresh, filtered air, also with heat recovery. The units then reverse their roles, ensuring a
continuous supply of fresh air. This eliminates the need for extensive ductwork, making it a
much more straightforward and cost-effective solution for a retrofit project.

The Final Verdict
Your beautiful Victorian terrace has a lot to offer, but its original design is no longer suited to our
modern, airtight homes. Providing an adequate ventilation system isn’t just a regulatory chore; it’s a
vital step in creating a truly healthy and comfortable living environment for you and your family.
Whether you opt for a simple C-MEV system or the high-tech efficiency of an MVHR unit, you’ll be
ensuring your home is fit for the 21st century while preserving its unique character.


