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KAREN ROBINSON / OPINION

Raising the bar
Beyond the brochure

ASK THE
EXPERTS
The solicitor
I own a flat that is one of three in a
converted terraced house. I also own
a third of the freehold. The owner of
the top-floor flat wants to convert
the loft space, which all three of us
own in equal shares. What is the
usual process for compensating the
other freeholders?
AD, by email

Once a gritty boozer, this
hip duplex is a classic case
of East End gentrification

B

ack in 1990, McDonald’s
prepared to open its first branch in
Moscow. After a day of training for the
local recruits, one truculent voice
inquired: “Why do we have to do all this
smiling, this please, thank you, have a
nice day? We’re the ones with the meat.”
It might be apocryphal, but as an
approach to customer service, it has a
refreshing quality. At least it’s honest,
and doesn’t pretend to care when really
it couldn’t give a toss.
Although the Russian authorities are
currently shutting down McDonald’s
branches in what appears to be a political
move, I like to think that bolshie young
Russian has carved out a glittering career
in the West as a marketing consultant,
probably for low-cost airlines or the
mortgage departments of the big banks:
“We’re the ones with the money.”
And at least it’s a less idiotic approach
than the “customer care” that’s crept
into the internet if you venture to buy
so much as a bus ticket online. I was
recently invited to complete a “customer
satisfaction” survey after I’d ordered a
delivery of flowers. Now, we’re all aware
you risk your cash in the full knowledge
that while the promised product is a
magnificent display of fresh roses and
freesias, there’s a high chance the distant
recipient will get a wilting arrangement
of browning brooms. Yet, as good
manners dictate that people never
complain to you about shoddy flowers —
unless they’re your mother — even if the
service was rubbish, they’ll never know.
Meanwhile, in London’s increasingly
fashionable East End, residential property,
once seen as the bricks-and-mortar
equivalent of garage carnations, is being
transformed into a hand-tied bouquet
of lilies and orchids.
The Clapton Park Tavern, in Lower
Clapton, was one of those London corner
pubs that, unless they’re the Queen Vic
in EastEnders, are struggling to remain
a viable focus of contemporary drinking
culture. Indeed, its Chinese owner had
turned it into a not particularly
successful Chinese restaurant. When he
decided to redevelop the building, the
chef introduced him to his pals who
lived nearby: Mark Zudini and Franz
Schenkel, two proto-architects fizzing
with ideas and enthusiasm for their
adopted neighbourhood.
First of all, they had to talk him out of
his plan to shoehorn eight bedsits into
the two upper floors. Zudini, from Italy,
says this was in the dog days of 2009,
when “prices were not as they are now”,
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but they managed to convince the
financially cautious owner to go for
four flats, two of them double-height
duplexes. And to enable the project to
get off the ground, Schenkel, from
Germany, bought one of the duplexes
before they were even built.
They gutted the old boozer, from
underpinning to replacing the roof, and
refitted the ground-floor premises as
a shell. As soon as this was done, Zudini
recalls, they had would-be restaurateurs
offering bribes to get the premises,
currently a bistro — a sure sign that
cash was flowing into the once gritty
neighbourhood. As much original brick
and timber as possible was retained.
Schenkel moved into his flat and
customised it from its shell state, selling
up for £350,000 three years ago and
moving back to Germany. “I told him not
to sell,” says Zudini, who had moved into
the other duplex on a shared-ownership
deal, gradually acquiring the whole flat.
He’d taken the plaster off one external
wall, replacing broken bricks and
restoring the mortar, then coating it
with a mix of PVA glue and water for a
slightly shiny surface. He’d also done
something clever with the inside of the
roof, lining it with structural-quality
laminated plywood sheets, ordered from
Switzerland, which cut construction time
and made for a less bulky, joist-free look.
Within its dramatic shape — a lower
floor with a galley kitchen and a large
living/dining area under the glazed roof,
plus two bedrooms and a bathroom
off the mezzanine — he has, he says,
“spent money on the right things”: the
light fittings, the black Italian marble
bathroom tiles and the custom-made
carpentry from a local artisan. This
includes the freestanding birch plywood
staircase, with cunningly concealed
storage, and the sleek fitted cupboards
in the master bedroom.
The result is pleasingly light, modern
and airy — but with an open mezzanine
and bannister-less stairs, no place for a
baby. So, following the birth of his first
child, Zudini is letting go of his creation
to find a more family-friendly home.
After all, as they probably say these
days in the East End: “We’re the ones
with the pricy loft-style apartments.”

The owner of the top-floor flat needs
permission from you and the other
freeholder to develop the loft space.
In return for granting consent, you
and the other owner can demand a
share of any resulting increase in value
of the top-floor flat. As the top-floor
owner will have to fund and take the
risks of the development, a fair share
may be about half of the increased
value, rather than two-thirds, but this
is a matter for negotiation. Much will
depend on how desperate the top-floor
owner is to implement these plans
and, accordingly, how strong your
negotiating hand is.
You should also consider whether
it would be appropriate to require
the top-floor owner to pay a greater
proportion of the building insurance
and service charge, and to take
greater responsibility for repairs to the
roof. Seek to make them responsible
for any legal or valuation costs as a
condition of any consent.
Nikolas Ireland is a solicitor at
Forsters LLP; forsters.co.uk

The developer
I’m having a house built and have been
told I need to create a lighting plan, but
have no idea where to start.
CG, by email
Lighting plans need to be led by your
furniture and use of a room. Even this
early in the project, you need to decide
where you will be placing your bed,
sofa and dining table. Think about the
combined use of a room: the day
function, which may demand a bright,
clean light, and the evening function,
which may require a more atmospheric
feel. This is particularly relevant in
open-plan living/eating/cooking
spaces. The best way to control the
ambience is to use different circuits,
with top lighting, mid-level lighting
and perhaps even uplighting. I am a
huge fan of five-amp circuits, which
mean lamps can be controlled via a
main switch on the wall.
The positioning of switches in
open-plan rooms needs to be thought
about carefully. You may need three
locations for them — entry, midpoint
and rear exit.
Lucinda Sanford is the director of
LJS Property; ljsproperty.com
Do you need help from one of our
experts? Email your questions to
propertyexperts@sunday-times.
co.uk. Advice is given without responsibility

