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ew Zealanders are a nation of fi xer-uppers. It’s almost a national 

pastime to buy a run-down house – preferably at a knock down price 

– with a view to fi xing it up and improving it. Whole legions of zealous young 

couples troop through dark, decrepit old villas every weekend with visions 

of restoring them to their former glory. Sometimes their motivation is to 

on-sell the house and make a capital gain, but more often it is simply to 

buy an affordable home and make it more comfortable for themselves. 

Renovating is a great way of creating a 

home that works well for your family; it 

can also increase the value of your asset 

and be creatively satisfying. Renovation, 

regardless of the scale, is a project and 

you need to make a commitment to it. Like most things about home 

buying, renovating can quickly turn into a costly headache if you don’t 

approach it correctly. The trick is to walk the tightrope of maximising the 

value whilst minimising the stress.

How much can you afford to spend on renovations and how can you 

best spend it? You might be better off doing one room, properly, at a 

time, than spreading yourself and your cash too thin over many rooms. 

Also, it’s better to fi nish one room or project, than to have many projects 

crawling along simultaneously for all eternity. At least then you can 

retreat to that completely renovated room with a glass of wine and 

congratulate yourself on your, albeit, partial success. 

The fi rst law of any building project is that it will run over-budget. 

Unfortunately, it’s easier to acknowledge the truth of this when it’s other 

people’s building projects, rather than our own. Renovating is a Pandora’s 

Box of potential problems and unknowns. What will you come up 

“The fi rst law of any 
building project is that it 

will run over-budget.” 

N
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against? Removing the weatherboards from the back wall might reveal 

rotten framing that you never knew existed. Taking up the carpet uncov-

ers fl oorboards that don’t match like you thought they would. It’s quite dif-

ferent from building from scratch, where there are far fewer surprises.

Don’t fall into the trap of assuming that a renovation that suits your 

lifestyle and your taste will automatically be attractive to every potential 

buyer when it’s time to sell the house. Think carefully about the likely 

appeal of any alterations. By all means rage against beige, but that 

orange kitchen and replica Sistine Chapel ceiling aren’t necessarily 

going to push everyone’s buttons. 

Remember, fi nally, pride comes 

before a fall. It can be very diffi cult 

to be fi nancially rational when it 

comes to renovations. Our homes have huge emotional signifi cance for 

us, and, for some, renovating even puts their Kiwi machismo on the line, 

all of which mean it is easy to become carried away and to keep throwing 

time and money at an endless DIY project. 

Don’t overcapitalise

If the cost of renovating your home is greater than the resulting increase 

in its value, you’ve fallen into the trap of overcapitalising. An in-ground 

swimming pool is the perfect example; they rarely add enough to the 

sale price to cover their cost, and they can actually reduce the number 

of potential buyers, because some people simply don’t want the incon-

venience of pool maintenance, or they may have very young children 

and be anxious about safety. 

Updating a tired kitchen or bathroom, on the other hand, will almost 

certainly improve the value of a home. Just keep the level of investment 

(and taste) within a sensible range. Think about the types of people 

who buy property in the area and their expectations – don’t put a kitset 

kitchen into a house in a high-end neighbourhood, and vice versa. 

A general rule of thumb is to spend no more than 25% of the value of 

your house on renovations. Sometimes, just a clever change of colour 

scheme and new fl ooring is all that’s needed to revitalise a house. 

“Like most things about home 
buying, renovating can quickly 
turn into a costly headache.”
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Plan the jigsaw

Until you’ve tried your hand at renovation, it’s hard to conceive what a 

complicated process it can be. Particularly when it comes to kitchens 

and bathrooms; it’s like a puzzle where everything has to be done in the 

right order. Understanding the process and planning labour accordingly 

is vital. For example, for such a small space, a bathroom requires more 

than its fair share of tradespeople, all of whom have to co-ordinate with 

one another – plumber, electrician, builder, tiler, plasterer, painter and 

maybe a fl oor sander. 

New kitchen cabinetry shouldn’t be fi tted until the plumbing is installed. 

Carpet shouldn’t be laid until you are done knocking down walls, 

painting and papering. It’s not always possible to do absolutely everything 

in the ideal order (who wants to wait fi ve years until the landscaping’s 

done before you get carpet in the living area?) but you should know that 

you risk compromising either the overall result or the budget.

Stay in theme

In general, renovations that are in keeping with the original style of the 

house will have the best selling-power. The obvious exceptions are where 

the original style just doesn’t work for contemporary lifestyles: hence the 

success of all those villas with airy open-plan additions at the rear. On 

the other hand those aluminium windows installed in many older homes 

in the 70s and 80s must have seemed like a good idea at the time 

(no more painting window frames!) but now they just scream bad taste.

If you want to experiment and make a fashion statement, try to make it on 

things that are easy to change, like painted walls or window drapes, rather 

than on expensive items that need to last a long time – like the kitchen. 

Although costs vary widely, a good rule of thumb for basic 

building work is $1500 per square metre. If you’re going 

to be content with a very basic result, you can bring it 

in for under this fi gure, but it’s also very easy for it to be 

much higher, especially if you’ve got your heart set on 

Italian marble and Philippe Starck appliances. 
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Make the most of what you’ve got

First and foremost try to renovate to the minimum. Try to accentuate the 

best aspects of your home. Take the time to ensure that your ideas are 

maximising your home’s potential. What looks great on someone else’s 

house might not be the best for your house or its situation. 

If your home has windows that aren’t positioned to make the most of 

great views or the sun, re-positioning or enlarging windows is a relatively 

small price to pay for a signifi cant improvement that capitalises on the 

natural attributes of your home. If the house feels cramped, consider 

whether you can change the confi guration of the rooms, or even just 

paint using lighter colours, to give a sense of greater spaciousness. 

A surprising amount can be achieved without the expense and drama of 

actually enlarging the house. 

Living in your new home for a while before you undertake alterations 

makes a lot of sense; it allows you to experience how the house actually 

feels and fl ows. However, there is a danger – if you put off alterations for 

too long – that you will simply get used to the place as it is. You become 

tolerant of the house’s shortcomings and lose the inspiration and the 

motivation forever. 

Incorporating energy-saving materials, designs and appliances will save 

you money on bills in the long-term. Power prices are likely to keep on 

rising, so an energy-effi cient home will become more and more desirable, 

and be more comfortable to live in. Check out www.ecomatters.org.nz, 

and numerous other websites, for a huge array of great ideas.

Plans and people

Depending on how extensive your renovations are, you may need an 

architect or draughtsperson to draw up plans – these will be part of your 

submission to council for building consent, and will also act as instructions 

to your builder. Cosmetic changes might not warrant plans, but if you are 

changing structural walls, adding on or going up, or building a deck that’s 

more than a metre above the ground, you’ll need the council’s say-so. 

Allow plenty of time for fi nding potential builders and other tradespeople 

and for getting quotes from them. He who supplies the cheapest quote 
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is not necessarily the man for the job; cost is always going to be a factor, 

but paying slightly more for a builder with a good track record, rather 

than taking a gamble on a newbie, based purely on price, is a scary 

false economy.

If you have a builder project-managing the renovation for you, for which 

you will pay a higher rate, get the benefi ts of their advice and experience. 

They will often recommend other tradespeople that they have worked 

with successfully in the past.

Getting consent

Council consent is required before undertaking virtually any building 

work. This is particularly true of structural work, plumbing, drainage 

and site work for new houses or alterations, or before moving an existing 

building onto a new section. Contact the council and explain your plans 

to ascertain if you need such consent: the costs of going ahead with 

renovations without a permit, and then discovering that you needed 

one, are often astronomical and avoidable.

The purpose of the consent is to prove that the fi nal result will comply with 

the Building Code. If you have engaged an architect or a draughtsperson 

to draw up plans, or if your builder is involved with the designs, they 

will usually deal with the application to council. They may also organise 

the various progress checks required by building inspectors. Make sure 

who is responsible for what so that nothing falls through the cracks. 

The standard arrangement is that consent will lapse if you have not 

started work within 12 months of consent being issued, although you 

can ask for an extended amount of time.

For further details on obtaining a building consent, 

visit www.consumerbuild.org.nz.

Bye, bye DIY?

Unfortunately for ambitious DIYers, recent changes to the Building Act 

have really tightened things up in this area. From November 2009, only 

‘licensed building practitioners’ will be allowed to carry out or supervise 

restricted building work. Restricted work is defi ned as “critical building 
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Sell or Extend?

Maybe your fi rst child is on the way, or you want to have room in order 

for your elderly mother to live with you, or your home-based business 

has outgrown the cupboard under the stairs. You may simply want a larger 

living area or an ‘adult retreat’ away from the hurly burly of family life.

Whatever the reason, if you outgrow your home, you have to decide 

whether to sell it and move, or extend and stay put. 

Unless you’re able to purchase something suitable close by, relocation 

can mean quite an upheaval, with the daily routines of each member of 

the family having to change. Selling, buying and moving is expensive: 

real estate agents’ fees and legal costs on the sale of your home can add 

up to several percent of the overall sales price.

The fi rst question to ask is, “will the local council let you extend your 

house?” There will be site coverage issues, or shadowing considerations 

if you are planning to say, add an extra storey. Ring your council and 

talk to the town planning department. 

How much an extension to your home will cost depends on factors such as:

•  the scale and style of the changes

•  the current design of your house

•  accessibility of the site

•  materials and construction methods you choose.

You’ll need to budget for:

•  council fees

•  architect’s or draftsperson’s fees

• builder’s fees

•  materials.

If the extension is very signifi cant, you should also budget for alternative 

accommodation costs (and possibly storage for your possessions) during 

the work. Again, be wary of overcapitalising. Before you go ahead with 

any extension, talk to local real estate agents or a valuer about how 

much extra value your plans are likely to add to your home.



• When selecting colours, don’t forget to factor in the gloss level. Most colour charts are produced using low sheen
chips.  If you use a gloss finish it will look brighter and cleaner; if you use a flat finish it will look darker and more
intense.

• If you think that a colour you are looking at on a colour chart may be too dark, choose a lighter colour. Colours will
look more intense when they are painted onto a large area.

• Always use a Resene testpot to confirm your colour choices in the area you are planning.
• If you have a less than perfect surface, use a lower sheen paint. The lower the sheen the more imperfections the

finish will hide.
• Prepare prepare prepare. Allow plenty of time for surface preparation. Many paint failures are caused by poor surface

preparation.
• Don’t skimp on your decorating accessories. The best paint job is achieved with the right brush, roller or application

equipment for the job. If you use a cheap poor quality brush with a high quality paint you will not get the best
performance out of the paint.

• Don’t paint in very hot or very wet conditions. If too hot the paint will dry too fast and give you a patchy result. If
too wet the paint won’t be able to cure and long term performance may be affected.

• If your Resene paint is drying too fast in summer, add Resene Hot Weather Additive. This will slow down the drying
and give you a longer wet edge... making it easier for you to get a great finish.

• When you are taking a break for lunch or overnight, wrap brushes or rollers used with waterborne paints in clear
food wrap or place in a sealed plastic bag. This will keep the paint fresh and save you having to wash out your tools.

• If you have to paint outside on a hot day, avoid painting in the sun. Instead paint on the shaded side.
• Always clean out decorating tools well at the end of each job and hang them by their handles. This will keep the

bristles or nap in its best condition for the next paint job. Quality decorating tools treated well can last for many
paint jobs.

1. Resene Spanish White
2. Resene Half Tea
3. Resene Half Spanish White
4. Resene Tea
5. Resene Napa

6. Resene Sisal
7. Resene Biscotti
8. Resene Akaroa
9. Resene Dbl Spanish White
10. Resene Stonewall

11. Resene Parchment
12. Resene Lemon Grass
13. Resene Alabaster
14. Resene Pearl Lusta
15. Resene Solitaire

16. Resene Quarter Tea
17. Resene Half Sisal
18. Resene Half Pearl Lusta
19. Resene Qtr Spanish White
20. Resene Half Napa

If you’re new to decorating, sometimes it is best to start with a neutral colour scheme and then add splashes of colour
to feature areas and with accessories. That way, if you get bored of the accent colour you can change it easily without
having to start all over again. Then as you build up experience with colour you can get more and more adventurous.
The most popular* Resene whites and neutrals are:

Combine top tips, top colour and top paint to get a superb finish on your decorating projects. Choose Resene for quality
paint, colour and professional advice. Voted Best Interior Paint and Best Exterior Paint in the AGM Specifier
Choice Awards. Call 0800 RESENE (737 363) or visit www.resene.co.nz for your nearest Resene ColorShop.

* Based on Resene testpot sales.

Top tips:

Top colour:

Top paint:
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work that, if done badly, has the potential to cause signifi cant harm to 

people or cause costly property damage”.

The legislation is untested and the extent of its powers has yet to be 

determined. In general, it appears that DIYers will still be able to carry 

out work that does not require a building permit, and even some that 

does. For example, you should be able to install kitchen or bathroom 

cabinetry yourself, so long as the fi nal connections to electricity, sewer 

or septic system are carried out by registered tradespeople. To avoid 

risking the loss of their licenses, they will fi rst check that your work 

meets the required standards.

Unlicensed builders may be able to carry out a lot of their own building 

work, as long as they have a licensed supervisor – whether that supervisor 

will need to be a licensed builder, or whether a licensed designer will be 

suffi cient, is not yet clear.

Similarly, accomplished DIYers may be able to demonstrate that they 

have the necessary level of knowledge and skills, and become licensed, 

even if building isn’t their primary profession.

For more information, download a copy of the Building Act from 

www.building.govt.nz.

•  Know that your renovation project will run over budget.

•  Should you simply buy a house that already suits your 
needs rather than embark on a stressful renovation project?

•  Beware of over-capitalising, and of avant-garde tastes or 
major fashion statements.

•  Renovation is like a jigsaw so hone your puzzle-making skills.

•  Find the right tradespeople, and get the right council consents.


