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Off-grid island style; mudbrick barn reno; gas vs electric appliances; Tassie trail architecture; 
hip pocket energy retrofits; hemp takes strides; Nightingale’s apartment gamechanger + more

43

A super-smart 30m2 
home for two

TEENY TINY SPECIAL 
5 tiny-footprint homes where
you can live well with less 
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DEL IS AN AVID READER AND  
researcher – and member of the ATA – and 
even though she loved the idea of building 
her own home from scratch, she hadn’t 
seriously considered the possibility until 
she received some positive news from a real 
estate agent.
 “I loved reading Not So Big House by 
Sarah Susanka and listening to [the late] 
Alan Saunders on Radio National, but I 
never dreamed I’d be able to build a house 
myself,” she says. “I lived in a townhouse 
in East Perth, and when I had that place 
valued and realised I could sell it and build 
my own house, I saw this as an opportunity 
to put a lot of the information I’d read into 
action.”
 She bought a 295 square metre site in 
Maylands that had been subdivided from a 
backyard, but had its own street frontage, 
and boasted two large established trees. She 
engaged Ben Mountford – who had done 
some small alterations to her townhouse – 
and wrote a 1½ page wishlist. He designed 
it to be 160 square metres internally and it 
feels spacious and light-filled, thanks to a 
long northern orientation and the double-
height volume of the main living area.

 Ben designed the house with interactive 
3D software which helped Del to visualise 
the various rooms and how they connected 
(there are no hallways or dead circulation 
spaces, which helped to keep costs down). 
“We use 3D tools on all of our projects, 
because we find that we can’t explain 
quickly enough all of the opportunities of a 
particular site without it,” Ben says. 
 The 3D renderings helped Del to 
make some tough decisions when the first 
costings came in. She considered reducing 
the ceiling height over the living room 
at that point, but opted to stick with the 
original plan, a decision that has paid 
handsome dividends.
 Del wanted a house that would see her 
through her final years of working remotely, 
then active retirement, and into old age, so 
Ben included a bedroom and bathroom on 
each level to accommodate a future with 
potentially reduced mobility. 
 She also wanted to minimise her utility 
bills in a bid to stabilise future outgoings, 
so Ben employed a ‘fabric first’ approach, 
where he used first principles to achieve a 
high performing building envelope. This 
included orientating the main rooms to 

the north; incorporating louvres to capture 
cross-flow breezes for natural cooling; 
installing large fans to eliminate the need 
for air conditioning; providing thermal 
mass in the floors for winter warmth; and 
using lightweight construction with a gently 
sloping roof to maximise rainwater capture.
 Del pushed the envelope in terms of 
introducing Ben to greywater recycling 
systems (to water the garden), and she also 
installed photovoltaic panels for electricity 
production, solar hot water, and a 5000-litre 
tank which collects rainwater for use in 
toilets and the laundry. A dedicated storage 
space will accommodate the batteries that 
Del plans to install in the next few years.
 Once the plans were finalised, Del 
built her own cardboard model from Ben’s 
drawings to observe how the house would 
respond to different seasons and times of 
day, by shining a torchlight through various 
windows to understand the play of light. 
She also referred to Ben’s solar modelling, 
which ensured the house was ideally sited 
on the block, between two deciduous trees 
that provide ample shade in summer.
 Ben inserted mockups of Del’s existing 
furniture into the 3D model – including 

This house in Perth’s inner east – designed by  
Ben Mountford – provides a sustainable and 
efficient home for its recently retired owner.

Model  
solar home  

WORDS Rachael Bernstone 

PHOTOGRAPHY Stephen Nicholls Photography



35

PERTH, WAHOUSE PROFILE
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PERTH, WAHOUSE PROFILE

j

The mezzanine-level study is 
designed as a multi-purpose 
area and currently used for 
sewing. 

x

The house is 
characterised by the use 
of ‘off the shelf’ 
materials, such as black 
laminate plywood for the 
kitchen joinery. 
Appliances are efficient 
and electric, and the 
fridge is vented to reduce 
energy consumption. 

v

A mostly glazed wall 
separates the lower 
bedroom from the living 
space – a neat trick to 
maintain visual 
connection and privacy.

l

The house opens to a deck and 
the productive garden that 
provides a substantial 
proportion of the owner’s food. 
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some items made by her grandfather, and 
a bookcase that Ben had designed for her 
previous townhouse – to obtain the correct 
dimensions for the living space.
 With an eye on the budget, client 
and architect ensured that many of the 
built elements perform double duty: the 
kitchen island is slightly wider than usual 
to accommodate large swathes of cloth for 
Del’s sewing projects, and the mezzanine 
desk also doubles as a sewing station. The 
downstairs bathroom has an extra wide 
toilet that could easily accommodate a 
wheelchair, and the shower entry is level 
with the main floor for easy access.
 The use of timber construction 
techniques – including laminated timber 
beams and plywood in the living room 
ceiling, and solid timber doorframes and 
handles – makes a sentimental connection 
to Del’s existing furniture and adds warmth 

to the interiors. Timber and lightweight 
construction materials also have a lower 
embodied energy than other materials such 
as double-brick, which is the norm in Perth.
 “It makes sense to build timber houses 
in Perth especially when you have big trees 
to provide shade,” Ben says. “If you can 
maintain the tree cover, you can utilise the 
canopy for summer shade and in winter 
when the leaves come off, you get the sun 
inside. We employ basic low-tech, passive 
solar common-sense techniques, like not 
having any windows on the western side, 
and creating an alley on the northern side 
of the site, for the garden.”
 As well as undertaking extensive 
research, and being so involved in the 
design that at one point Ben gave her 
his own pencil, Del worked on-site as a 
builder’s labourer – having received the 
all-clear to do so from the project team – 

when she was home from her fly-in-fly-out 
job, and her ‘wages’ were credited to the 
contract to reduce overall costs.
 Now that the house is finished, and 
she’s retired, she works mainly in her 
prolific garden, and enjoys regular walks 
around her new neighbourhood, including 
to the local shops and library. “I wanted a 
garden so that I wouldn’t sit inside reading 
books all day, after I retired,” she laughs. 
 Having created an ideal home that is 
incredibly sustainable, comfortable and 
inviting, Del is keen to share her experience 
with others. She has opened the doors 
during Sustainable House Day twice: “I 
remember when I was looking for ideas, I’d 
attend Sustainable House Days and people 
were so generous with their time, and gave 
me so many ideas,” she says, “and I wanted 
to pay it back.”   

LEGEND 

GROUND FLOOR PLAN

PERTH, WAHOUSE PROFILE

1  Bedroom
2  Living
3  Kitchen
4  Dining
5  Bathroom
6  Laundry
7  Entry
8  Toilet
9  Study
10  Void
11  Deck
12  Garage
13  Productive garden

FIRST FLOOR PLAN
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Sustainable FeaturesCredits

38

HOT WATER 

–  Solar hot water system. 

RENEWABLE ENERGY 
–  5kW 3-phase PV system: 

20 x ReneSola 250W Gen 2 
panels; 1 x SMA (Germany) 
5000TL 3-phase inverter from 
Solargain.

WATER SAVING

–  Greyflow AWWS (advanced 
waste water system) for garden 
irrigation

–   5080L rainwater tank 
plumbed to the toilet and 
laundry; roof designed to 
maximise water supply. 

PASSIVE DESIGN / HEATING & 

COOLING   
–  High ceilings in the living 

space allows for large windows 
to open directly to the north

–  Design enables effective cross 
ventilation

–  Sun shade devices exclude 
unwanted summer sun

–  Strategically placed louvre 
windows promote cooling 
breezes

–  Insulation helps maintain 

thermal comfort
–  Window placement promotes 

natural light/feeling of space.

ACTIVE HEATING & COOLING   
–  3 x 1.5m Haiku Bamboo ceiling 

fans with extended mounts 
and integrated light

–  Split system AC units.

BUILDING MATERIALS 
This project prides itself on 
using ordinary ‘off the shelf’ 
materials imaginatively: 
–  Steel and timber-framed 

construction
–  Charcoal burnished slab
–  Plantation timber used in the 

structural system and internal 
finishing of the building 

–  Insulation: roof R4.46; walls 
and suspended first floor R2.0

–  Scyon linea weatherboard 
cladding system 

–  ‘Grade A’ plywood cladding 
used for curved external wall; 
9mm plywood ceiling lining

–  White painted plasterboard 
walls internally 

–  Colorbond ‘Surfmist’ roof 
sheeting

–  Joinery: 30mm plywood 

DESIGNER

Mountford Architects

BUILDER

A J Brine & Sons Pty Ltd

PROJECT TYPE

New build

PROJECT LOCATION 

Maylands, Perth WA

COST

$550,000 

SIZE

Land 295 m2

House 160 m2

Maylands 
—Specifications
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island benchtop square-edged 
polished with black laminate; 
20mm Staron benchtop with 
integrated sink; recycled LVL 
timber beam repurposed for 
bathroom vanities.

WINDOWS & GLAZING 

–  Aluminium-framed door and 
window glazing systems

–  Breezway 100mm glass louvres.

OTHER ESD FEATURES 

–  Habitat protection through the 
retention of existing vegetation 

–  Productive permaculture 
gardens to provide a substantial 
proportion of the owner’s fruit 
and vegetable needs

–  Fence: local authorities 
demanded a permeable fence, 
owner chose welded mesh to 
mimic the steel pergola; gabion 
walls for the opportunities they 
presented to house lizards and 
beneficial insects

–  House designed for ageing in 
place: flush floors and wide 
bathrooms and halls

–  Dedicated ventilated fridge 
cabinet with external 
ventilation through wall. 

v

A triangular window is a feature 
of this naturally lit study nook, 
tucked under the mezzanine 
stairs.

x

The council required 
off-street parking and a 
fence – these have been 
included but thought has 
been given to permeability 
and habitat. 




