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You are receiving this because your home is part of the Lewisham 
Housing Retrofit Programme: a programme that improves council homes 
to make them warmer, healthier, and cheaper to run.

Many of Lewisham’s council homes were built before today’s energy 
standards existed. Over time, that has meant cold rooms, damp walls, 
high heating bills, and homes that can be difficult and expensive to keep 
comfortable. Retrofit is about changing that, without asking residents to 
move out and start somewhere new. The works vary from home to home, 
but can include insulation, window and door upgrades, better ventilation, 
heating improvements, and solar panels. 

Lewisham’s grant-funded retrofit programme is in its third year of 
delivering energy efficiency improvements to more than 250 homes. But 
the Council also wants to better understand what the retrofit process 
has actually been like for residents: not just in theory, but in practice. 
Big programmes can move quickly, and the human experience of living 
through them can get lost along the way.

To make sure that didn’t happen, the Council worked with South East 
London Community Energy (Selce) to recruit and train local Lewisham 
residents as Citizen Scientists. A Citizen Scientist is a member of the 
public who takes part in research within and for the benefit of their 
community. Because they come from the community, they often notice 
vital things that council workers or academics miss: the small frustrations, 
the unanswered questions, the moments of confusion or relief that never 
make it into a formal report.

Over three months, these Citizen Scientists learned about retrofit, listened 
to people who had already been through earlier works, and paid close 
attention to how the experience unfolded: day to day, and long after the 
dust had settled. No research background was needed. What mattered 
was their connection to this community, and their willingness to listen 
carefully.

A note from the 
Council
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What they learned has been shared back with the teams running the 
programme, so that future works - including yours - can be shaped by real 
experience rather than assumption.

Getting building works done to your home can be disruptive and 
unsettling: unfamiliar people coming and going, uncertainty about what 
happens next, and sometimes the weight of past experiences that were 
difficult or unresolved. It is completely understandable to feel worried. In 
these pages, the Citizen Scientists share, in their own words, what they 
found, and what they want you to know before your works begin.

Some of the Citizen Scientists on a site visit with contractors. 
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This is a zine made by citizen scientists; we are 
Lewisham residents with various experiences 
and backgrounds who have been working 
with Lewisham Council and South East 
London Community Energy (Selce) to hear 
more about people’s experiences of being a 
part of Lewisham Council’s Housing Retrofit 
Programme. Our main aim with this research 
was to help the Council improve the way the 
programme is delivered and help prepare 
residents, like you, who are currently taking part, 
or are about to.

We came together to conduct interviews, learn 
about the retrofit programme, and help shape 
how it runs going forward. Over three months, 
we spoke to council staff and contractors 
who work on retrofit projects and who shared 
technical information with us. Most importantly, 
we have listened to residents like you because 
you understand best what living in your home is 
like. We are hoping to share some of what we 
have learnt in this zine so that you can learn from 
other residents’ first-hand experiences. 

Introduction
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research areas

london borough of 

lewisham

We spoke with people, visited 
homes and building works across 
the borough. 



Our research in Lewisham8

Our research process has been pretty varied! We flyered and door-
knocked across Lewisham and completed 44 phone interviews. We also 
did longer in-person interviews with 8 people who have already been a 
part of the retrofit programme. They kindly sat down to talk to us about 
their retrofit experience, positive and negative, and to show us what it 
meant in their home. 

We spoke to and shadowed people who have been helping to make 
retrofit happen in Lewisham including Officers at the Council’s Climate 
Resilience Team, Retrofit Assessors, Energy Advisors, Contractors, and 
Resident Liaison Officers (RLOs). 

Our research in 
Lewisham

From old Victorian houses to 1960s high rises, council-owned 
homes are varied. And, as a result, so are the experiences of 
living and updating in these properties.
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One thing that was highlighted for us through the process of doing this 
research is that everyone’s homes are so different. Whether that’s how 
it’s decorated and used, to the physical bones of the house – there are 
so many different types of homes and buildings in Lewisham!



Our research in Lewisham10

I started as a fuel poverty officer, helping 
people who spend more than 10% of their 
income heating their home, and I realised 
very quickly that you cannot get people 
out of fuel poverty unless you solve 
problems in the buildings they live in.

Retrofit broadly means adding improvements to 
an existing building - maintaining, repairing and 
upgrading homes, rather than demolishing and 
rebuilding new homes. Lewisham Council’s Housing 
Retrofit Programme is focused on ‘energy retrofit’, 
which means adding components to an existing 
building, to help it use less energy. 

We spoke to Tania, the Net Zero Carbon Manager 
at Lewisham Council, who told us about her work 
delivering the Housing Retrofit Programme and why 
she thinks focusing on social housing is important. 

Every building should have a measurement of how 
good it is at keeping heat in when you turn on your 
heating. This is done through an EPC certificate - 
little coloured bars with a letter from A to G (you’ll 
see this on your fridge too). It is the Council’s goal 
to get every home to a minimum of EPC C by 2030. 

What is retrofit?
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double 
glazing

solar 
panels

loft insulation

wall insulation

air vents

Buildings are made up of various systems – heating, electricity, 
water, insulation and ventilation. Retrofit changes how these systems 
behave to make them more efficient and comfortable to live in.



Our research in Lewisham12

Retrofit just means to upgrade your building to meet 
21st century standards in terms of how efficient it is at 
keeping heat in your home.  Most houses in the UK have 
been built 50 to 100 years ago, and the way that we lived 
back then, it was very different to today. So, it’s about 
making sure that our homes are meeting up with the way 
we’re living now. 

It’s better for all of us if we have retrofitted homes 
because usually it means that your air quality is better. 
It also means that you’re less likely to get damp and 
mould. And, fingers crossed, your energy bills will go down.

In one of our interviews Hanna, Community Engagement Officer 
at South East London Community Energy, described retrofit in a 
way which we found really helpful and interesting:

In the next section, we will go through all the different things 
that can happen with retrofit and why they are important. One 
of us (a citizen scientist) is about to have their home retrofitted 
soon as part of the Housing Retrofit Programme, and we would 
like you to hear about their home first:
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We spoke with lots of different people that are involved in retrofitting. 
Each person brought a different perspective to our understanding of 
the process of retrofitting. 







Our research in Lewisham16

When we talked to residents who have already had retrofit works done, 
we asked them about what their home was like before. Many of them 
said that previously they had issues such as cold draughts, damp, 
mould, condensation and other types of disrepair. As citizen scientists, 
many of us can relate to these conditions through our own experiences 
or our friends and families.

It was a really cold house. Cold air was 
coming in and it was very hard to heat the 
house. The heat would escape very easily. 
The windows were very misty and really wet, 
and the water was even running onto the 
floor.

I had very draughty windows. Because they 
were the original windows that were in here. 
So, you’d sit here and you’d have a draught 
coming across you. That was very bad.  When 
I moved here in 1994, they told me, “Don’t 
worry about the winters—the windows are 
going to be done.” So, all these years later, 
we finally got them done.

Homes before retrofit



*heat escapes 
through poorly 

insulated roofs, 
walls, & windows

*condensation, 
damp + mould

*draughts &  
condensation

low epc rating

a home in need of retrofit
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Heat always wants to move from areas that are hot to those which 
are cold. In the summer, heat enters your home, and in winter it 
escapes. Retrofit is primarily concerned with controlling the rate at 
which heat exits and enters your home. 



Our research in Lewisham18

On top of over a decade of austerity, the fact that 
the buildings in Lewisham are older than neighbouring 
boroughs is part of the reason many of us have 
homes that are in poor condition and are not energy 
efficient. This has an impact on how we experience our 
homes. However, this doesn’t mean we have to just 
knock our homes down or accept poor conditions. 
Retrofit is an important way to solve some of these 
problems to help take care of the buildings we 
already have, rather than demolishing and rebuilding.

In our conversation with Tania, Net Zero Carbon Manager at 
the Council, we learnt a lot about housing in Lewisham from her 
perspective. 

The next pages feature some of our favourite quotes from 
residents about the highs and lows of retrofit.
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Lewisham has been a 
settlement for a long time. 
Lewisham Heritage holds some 
of the records of our streets 
from the 17th century.
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What retrofitting your 
home could mean for 
you
Retrofitting is a process that will look and feel 
different for every home. It can be very quick or 
slow, depending on what and how complex the 
building works are. Some people had positive 
experiences; others found it more difficult than 
expected.

One thing that people raised over and over again, 
was the number of surveys that they had. We found 
out that retrofit involves the coordination of many 
different trades, each with their own specialism 
that requires their own specialist survey of your 
home. And, that this process requires patience on 
everyone’s part. 

We spoke to people about what it was actually like 
to have changes made to their homes.  Over the 
next pages, we share what they told us — the good, 
the difficult, and everything in between. 



illustration by 
Miren galfarsoro

23



illustration by 
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What retrofitting your home could mean for you24

Solar panels turn sunlight into electricity to power the buildings 
they are on, helping to reduce electricity costs and improve 
our environment.  Every bit of solar-generated electricity from 
your panels reduces the amount you need to purchase from 
your energy supplier.  

Solar Panels
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Solar panels are usually installed 
on the roofs of buildings and 
require scaffolding to access the 
roof and electricians to work in 
residents’ homes. 
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How have your bills been? Are they the 
same, smaller, or bigger?  

They’re the same.  

Energy prices are going up. It’s likely that the 
solar has been a buffer for the rising costs while 
reducing your reliance on energy companies. So, 
while you don’t see a change in your bill, at this 
moment in time, this is a positive thing because so 
many people are feeling the pinch. 

We’re not sure how we benefit from the solar panels.  

When we talked to people who had solar panels installed, many talked 
about how they found it confusing trying to understand if their solar 
panels were working for them and that they didn’t really understand 
how to use them. 

We’re proud that our research has helped inform the resident 
engagement plan for the Retrofit Programme. The aim is to make the 
process of retrofit clearer for residents going forward, including making 
sure that everyone knows how to use and get the most out of installed 
technologies like solar panels. 



Selce Interviewer
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Solar panels were installed on The Hermitage in 2024.
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In our conversation with Tania, Net Zero Carbon Manager at 
the Council, we learnt a lot about housing in Lewisham from her 
perspective. 

Solar PV won’t change your life or remove 
your electricity bills completely, but it will 
take the edge off and help make your home 
more resilient against rising energy costs. The 
impact of your solar will depend on the size of 
your roof, if the solar is being shared between 
multiple flats, if conservation area rules limit 
which roof elevations can have solar, and if 
we can install battery storage. In some cases, 
we have installed just enough solar to improve 
your home to an EPC C rating, which is a 
requirement of our grant funding.

In the summer months you will see a much bigger 
impact as the days are longer and the sun is 
hotter, and hopefully you will build up credit with 
your energy supplier to make the winter months 
easier to manage. If you have a smart meter, you 
may be able to connect your solar PV to your 
energy supplier and will be able to track how much 
energy your PV is creating and can even sell 
excess energy back to your energy supplier. If 
you have an older meter, you will still benefit from 
the solar outputs, but will not see this reflected 
on your bill, as most energy companies require a 
smart meter to be able to track the inputs and 
outputs.



*electric   	
  meter

surplus electricity transferred to the grid

*solar panels

electricity grid

surplus home-generated solar power sent to the grid  
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Left and above:
Notepad captured interview comments 
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It took a bit of time to get an installation date in place, 
but the whole process was actually very quick when it 
happened. They came and did the work in about four or five 
hours. They explained what they were going to do and how 
long it would take. To be honest, they even finished earlier 
than expected.

It’s much nicer now. It doesn’t look horrible like before, 
and it’s warmer. The heat doesn’t escape as quickly 
as it used to. The house heats up much faster now. 
Before, it didn’t feel warm. The new windows improved 
the whole house.

Switching to double-glazed windows is one of the quickest upgrades 
to make that will have a big impact on your comfort at home. They 
are made of two panes of glass filled with a gas that slows the 
movement of heat from warm spaces to colder ones.

When we spoke to people who had double-glazed windows installed, 
they talked about the positive impact on the temperature of their 
home as well as the new windows looking nice and feeling more 
secure.

Glazing
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*double glazing 
helps sunlight 
warm rooms & 

retain heat

*open trickle 
vents reduce 
condensation

Usually, windows are replaced like 
for like, and installers will need to 
work in and outside your home. 
This can be done relatively quickly. 
Repairs may be needed around the 
windows.  
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I used to sit in here in this chair watching my 
DVDs and I used to sit with my throw wrapped 
around me because it was so cold. But this 
year I haven’t, so it’s done a little good.

Insulation is the process of creating a thicker barrier between 
indoor and outdoor spaces. By doing this, the rate at which heat 
escapes in the summer and enters your home in the winter is 
slowed down. Lofts, walls, and floors can be insulated and how 
your home can be insulated depends on when and how your 
home was built. 

Depending on the kind of insulation installed, the level of 
disruption people experience during building works varies. It can 
be a quick and easy process or it can be very disruptive. Your 
Resident Liaison Officer will explain what your home needs to you 
in detail.

We noticed that the residents we interviewed rarely mentioned 
insulation when talking about their retrofit without us asking about 
it specifically. Even though it is almost invisible when installed, it 
has a huge impact on how good your home is at keeping warm.

We realised residents would instead compare the habits they had 
developed to keep warm before and after works were completed. 
Oftentimes, it was the little things that changed that were most 
meaningful, such as:

Insulation



*loft insulation 
reduces heat 
loss through 

the roof

*wall insulation    	
  reduces heat 	
  loss through 	
  your walls

packing dustnoisevaries

improving epc rating

f
g

e
d

c
b

aLoft & wall insulation

35

Lofts, walls and floors can all be 
insulated to slow the movement 
of heat from hot to cold. This can 
range from a quick and easy job to 
a very complex one, depending on 
the needs of your home. 
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Extractor fans are now installed as a precautionary 
measure even if your house doesn’t have damp and mould. 
Retrofit works often seal gaps that allow moisture to 
escape, but that also cause your home to waste heat. 
When we add insulation, we seal those gaps. The fans are 
there to ensure that moisture doesn’t build up because 
of these changes to your home. The cost of running these 
is low and most have humidity sensors to respond to the 
moisture in your home. Plus, damp and mould have severe 
health implications, and it is much cheaper and easier to 
prevent mould than treat it!

I’ve never had damp or mould here but they installed two 
extractor fans.  I was told they should be on 24/7, but 
what’s the point if you haven’t got damp and mould? 

Every home that was accepted on the scheme got a new extractor fan put 
in, but it can be confusing to understand why they are useful when we are 
used to our homes already feeling draughty.

Talking about ventilation, people spoke about concerns about the cost, 
noise and usefulness of having extractor fans installed. We have learnt 
on this project that ventilation is really important for preventing mould and 
damp and improving air quality in our homes. 

We asked Hanna from Selce to give the resident a quick explanation. This 
is what she said:

Ventilation
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ventilation improvements

Insulation will change the way 
that moisture is able to leave your 
home. Installing vents and fans can 
be disruptive and dusty because 
contractors drill into brick and run 
electric wires in your home. 
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Thanks for reading.  We hope that you have found something useful for 
your retrofit journey.

The point of retrofit is to make homes energy-efficient, healthier and more 
comfortable to live in. This is not only about making technological changes 
to buildings, but about making people’s experience of living in their homes 
better. 

Through talking to people about their experiences, we have learned 
about the positive outcomes of retrofit — but also about what has been 
genuinely difficult in the day-to-day experience of living through building 
works. 

Our key takeaways from speaking to residents and people involved in 
making this process happen are on the opposite page. We hope these tips 
will help you understand what to expect during the process.   

Thank you to all the residents that opened their homes to us, sharing and 
trusting us with your stories. 

Good luck with your retrofit journey.

Conclusion
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It will be disruptive: there will be noise, dust, multiple 
surveys and workers in your home. This can be tough to 
juggle alongside life’s demands. But in the long-term 
it will make a big difference to your quality of life when 
complete.

Be patient. By talking to residents and people working 
on the building works we learned that this is a complex 
process and may take longer than expected with 
changes happening along the way.

Speak up. Don’t be afraid to ask questions and state 
your needs. This will help you to stay informed and know 
what is happening. 

Get to know your RLO. They are there to support you to 
navigate all the workers and appointments. And, building 
that relationship made a huge difference for residents 
during the process. 



My notes:
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Get in touch with the Retrofit team directly: retrofit@lewisham.gov.uk.

mailto:retrofit%40lewisham.gov.uk?subject=retrofit%40lewisham.gov.uk


Homes are more than buildings. They are routines, relationships, and 
everyday life. When building works arrive, they arrive into all of that.

This zine was made by Citizen Scientists: Lewisham residents who 
brought something no outside researcher could, genuine belonging to 
this community and the trust that comes with it. Over three months, they 
interviewed neighbours who had already been through the Housing 
Retrofit Programme, spoke to contractors and council staff, and paid close 
attention to what the experience had really been like, from the disruption 
of having strangers in your home, to the quiet satisfaction of a warmer 
winter.

What they found is shared here, in their own words: what retrofit actually 
involves, what previous residents wish they had known, and what it can 
mean for the place you call home.

https://www.ucl.ac.uk
https://selce.org.uk
https://lewisham.gov.uk/retrofit
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