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Denny Street, Tralee

FOREWORD CONSERVATION PRINCIPLES

LEGISLATIVE PROTECTION

The fabric of our historic built environment is a 
diminishing resource. This particularly applies 
where the common everyday details such as stone 
slate roofs and timber windows continue to be lost. 
Through this advice series, Kerry County Council 
seeks to provide building owners with information on 
building conservation best practice approaches to 
repair and maintenance. 

The aim of conservation is to protect and prolong the 
life of the features of a building that contribute to its 
special character.

Minimum intervention into historic fabric of a 
structure is the guiding principle. In this we mean 
‘doing only what is necessary’.

It is worth noting that some later alterations may 
also carry historic significance so a building should 
be carefully surveyed and documented before work 
is planned. 

Under the Planning and Development Acts, a 
structure which forms part of the architectural 
heritage can be protected either by being designated 
a Protected Structure or by being located within 
an architectural conservation area (ACA). This 
protection extends to the features of the building 
which contribute to its character such as natural slate 
roofs, historic ironwork and joinery. It is important 
that these elements are repaired rather than 
replaced.

Works which would alter the special character of a 
Protected Structure require Planning Permission.

In an architectural conservation area, any works 
which would affect the character of the area also 
require planning permission
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HISTORIC CONTEXT

Timber has been the traditional material for roof 
structures in Ireland for many centuries. While local 
timber would have been used in most cases, the 
introduction of canals and railways made a greater 
range of materials more affordable. Stone slates, 
initially very costly, began to replace the traditional 
roof covering of thatch More recently, as labour 
costs increased and material costs decreased, 
due to mass production, roofing materials have 
become more uniform, with little relationship to their 
local environment. Original timber roof structures 
and stone slates are therefore an intrinsic and 
irreplaceable part of a building’s historic character.

Likewise, the original chimney stacks of older 
buildings are an important feature both of the 
historic character of the buildings themselves and 
of our city and towns’ streetscapes. In addition to 
removing smoke from open fires, they continue to 
provide ventilation, and can often serve an important 
structural function in anchoring walls and internal 
divisions.

Cast-iron is the traditional material for rainwater 
goods in Ireland, which serve the important function 
of collecting rainwater from roofs, directing it to points 
where it is discharged, often through hopper heads, 
into downpipes and through drains to drainage 
systems at ground level. Their maintenance is essential 

to weathering a building, which means keeping them 
clear of obstructions and repairing leaks.
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COMMON PROBLEMS

Rusting of nail fixings connecting slates to the roof 
framing via timbers battens is the most common 
problem. This is often referred to as ‘nail sickness’ 
and results in slates sliding down the roof and ingress 
of rainwater.

The prolonged wetting of roof timbers (trusses, wall 
plates and rafters) can lead to their decay where 
exposed. These timbers were usually sourced from 
slow growing pine and the presence of natural resins 
act as a preservative so damage is often local to the 
area of slate loss.

Lead flashings are used where slates meet masonry 
abutments such as chimneys and often develop stress 
fractures and can be a source of water ingress.
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HOW DO I CARRY OUT REPAIRS?

ROOF FINISHES

Slate should be carefully salvaged from the building 
and reused, fixed to slating battens using coper clout 
nails which will not rust. 

Defective roof timbers should be cut back to areas 
of sound timber and parallel splices made with new 
treated timber. Only replace what is decayed to ensure 
the maximum retention of original timber fabric.

Defective lead flashings should be replaced with 
similar lead flashings

Existing slating coursing patterns should be 
respected and reinstated during repair work. A 
common feature in traditional slating is that the 
slates get smaller and lighter towards the ridge 
known as diminishing course work. 

It is important to salvage any sound ridge and hip 
tiles when carrying out repair works. These are often 
terracotta, manufactured in brown, black/blue colours 
and contribute significantly to the character of roofs.
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RAINWATER GOODS

Rainwater goods should always be repaired with 
traditional cast iron. Efforts should be made to 
salvage sound elements that can often be cleaned of 
rust, primed and painted and re-erected. Examples of 
these would be guttering, downpipes and decorative 
upper heads. 

Modern foundries are still manufacturing cast iron so 
replacement elements can be easily sourced.  
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HOW DO I CARRY OUT REPAIRS?

CHIMNEYS
It is a policy to retain all chimneys on Protected 
Structures and on buildings located in Architectural 
Conservation Areas (ACA) even when they are 
disused.

To prevent water ingress lead flashings should be 
checked and defective lead replaced on a like for like 
basis with similar lead. 

Only as a last resort should a chimney be taken down 
if its poor condition necessitates rebuilding. In this 
case brick or stone salvaged from the stack should be 
used in its rebuilding. Any decorative plaster bands 
and corbelling should be reinstated. 

It is important that disused chimneys are adequately 
ventilated as flues need to be aerated to remain dry. 
Chimneys cappings or flaunching upon which sit 
the chimney pots should be repaired if cracked. Flue 
pots which are often decorative terracotta must be 
retained and can be fitted with ventilation cowls as 
necessary to prevent rain and bird ingress. 

Fireplaces should always be retained in rooms and if 
the opening is blocked a vent should be installed. 
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Replace original fabric with replicas as the 
original always has more historic value and is 

a finite resource

Use synthetic slate such as fibre cement slates

Don’t remove chimneys even if they are no 
longer in use

Repair rather than replace

Carry out periodic maintenance to prevent 
the structure falling into disrepair 

It is recommended that you contact the 
Architectural Conservation Officer in Kerry 

County Council before starting works

Seek expert advice of a building professional 
accredited in Architectural Conservation

Make efforts to salvage existing sound slate 
found on the building. Replacement slate 

should be natural slate of similar size, colour 
and texture

Follow existing slate coursing patterns

Use locally sourced slate

Retain all sound roof timbers

DO DON’T
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GRANT ASSISTANCE

Conservation grants are available for the 
conservation and repair of protected structures and 
are administered by the planning authorities. You 
should contact Kerry County Council for guidance on 
whether the works you are planning are eligible for a 
grant and, if so, how to apply. These grants are not 
available for routine maintenance works, alterations, 
or improvements. The type of works must fit within 
the schedule of priorities set out by the planning 
authority. In order for works to qualify for these 
grants, they must be carried out in line with good 
conservation practice. Repair work following the 
guidance set out in this booklet should be considered 
as satisfying this requirement.

Other bodies also provide grants for building 
conservation projects. These include the Heritage 
Council and the Irish Georgian Society

USEFUL REFERENCES: 

THE DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENT, HERITAGE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT ADVICE SERIES
covers a range of topics to advise owners of best practice for the maintenance and repair of heritage elements 

www.chg.gov.ie/heritage/built-heritage/architectural-heritage-advisory-service/advice-for-owners/






