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1. Date of Inspection: 24th September 2015 

 

 

2. General: 

 

Orientation in this report is as if looking at the property from the front unless noted 

otherwise. 

 

This report deals specifically with structural matters based on a visual inspection and we 

have not checked individual members of construction for competence/adequacy. 

 

 

3. Description: 

 

The shop One Seven One and the adjoining shops are part of the terrace Fairfax Mansions, 

date of the terrace is not known but is assumed to be early 1900’s based on historic maps. 

The property is located on Finchley Road which is a major road leading towards Central 

London in the Hendon area.  

 

 

4. Terms of Reference: 

 

We visited the property in accordance with e-mailed instructions from Mr Trevor Hall of 

Simmons Taylor Hall on behalf of James Andrews RSW on 24th September 2015 to inspect 

and report on the structural condition at the above building and to review the structural 

stability and integrity of the noted property in respect of the very prominent damage as seen 

at the previous visit, and also comment upon the affect the trees to the rear of the property are 

having upon the building. 

 

Access at the time of the visit was not limited to the property externally, but internally, 

access was denied. However no opening up works were undertaken. 

 

No fittings or fixtures were lifted or removed at the time of the visit and assessment was 

limited to a visual inspection only.   

 

We understand that the purpose of the further Structural Survey is to establish whether there 

is any ongoing movement and if this is progressive in order to confirm that if the trees are 

removed at the rear of the property, the damage seen as detailed in the February 2011 report 

and seen on site at this latest visit would recover and ongoing movement eliminated. 

 

Simmons Taylor Hall have requested Bruce, Cufley & Partners to undertake the survey 

works and to prepare a report on the findings. This is to act as a record of any damage seen to 

the property. The concerns are that as there was damage to the property as seen at the original 

visit, then what is the solution to restore the structural integrity to the building and ensure 

measures are put in place to eliminate future issues. 

 

It should be noted (as referred to earlier) that no opening up works have been undertaken and 

therefore any internal features, decoration, condition or damage referred to in the report, is 

purely from a visual perspective only. 
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5. Observations: 

 

The shop where the damage is seen is at ground floor and basement levels to 171A Finchley 

Road, and part of the terrace known as Fairfax Mansions. 

 

The exact age of the property is unknown although by the style of the external features and 

from historic maps, the terrace probably dates from the early 1900’s. It is assumed that no 

major structural alterations have been undertaken to the property as the style of the finishes 

internally appears to be original. 

 

Above the shop at ground floor and basement levels are a further three storeys, which are 

flats above the shop. 

 

Access and egress to the flats is via the rear open walkway and the rear entrance lobby/door. 

The walkway runs the full length of the terrace. This walkway is at ground floor level (as the 

shop ground floor level) with the basement to the shop extending out beneath the walkway. 

 

There is access to the rear of the basement through the rear door in the boundary wall. This 

boundary wall access opens out onto a large unmade open space used as car parking. It is not 

known whether the open space is within the terrace boundary. Access to the rear of the 

basement is via solid steps as the basement level is higher than the open space level. 

 

The construction details of the specific property but also the terrace as seen during the visit 

are as follows:- 

 

The Building 

 

(i) External solid masonry walls with brickwork finish to all elevations with feature brick 

work to door and window reveals. The perimeter walls being solid masonry as 

referred to above but internal walls either solid masonry or plaster lath/stud 

depending upon location. 

 

(ii) As there is a basement area beneath the shop and also the rear walkway and based on 

opening up works to adjoining properties, the floors are suspended timber or concrete. 

All other upper floors are timber and this includes within the access stairs to the flats 

above the shop. 

 

(iii) Roof is timber cut and pitch with ridge running parallel with the front elevation 

except for the large hip over the entrance to the main terrace to the back for each 

block. The coverings being concrete tiles over roofing felt. 

 

(iv) Internally all walls that are loadbearing and are assumed to be solid masonry. The 

internal non loadbearing walls are assumed to be timber stud/plaster lath.  

 

(v) Although not seen it is assumed the foundations are traditional corbelled brick work, 

as you would anticipate for the age of the property. The foundations are part of the 

walls that extend into the basement area and are part of the retaining walls to the front 

as required. 
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 The structural condition of the building, is all that forms the content of this report, 

 with comment being only about the crack damage and the effects the trees may be having 

 upon the property. 

 

In order to confirm the significance of the damage and also other features that may affect the 

structural integrity of the building, we have noted specific locations and the damage/feature 

seen at that location. 

 

It should be noted that we were not allowed access to the basement area of the shop nor 

allowed access to the back rooms of the shop at ground floor level. However we have been 

informed that no works have since been undertaken to repair any of the damage seen at the 

visit back in 2011. We were also informed that the people in the shop at the time of the visit 

had no idea whether the damage had got worse. 

 

Therefore we firstly outline the damage at the original visit, which is fully detailed in our 

report dated 25th February 2011. We will update as required as part of the information for the 

particular area of damage. We will then detail the damage seen externally and to the rear of 

the shop and use as a comparison with that seen at the original visit. 

 

For the outline of the damage seen at the original visit we will use the same references and 

titles for ease of use. 

 

a) The Shop at Ground Floor Level (Internally Only) 

 

Crack damage to walls and ceiling towards the rear of the shop. All crack damage 1.0 

mm and less. 

 

b) The Shop, Stock/Store Room at Basement Level 

 

Crack damage to walls and ceiling with major water penetration through the walkway 

slab and around the gulley. Crack damage 1.0 mm – 2.0 mm at the worst case. 

 

Floor had major settlement with the worst recorded settlement of 120 mm vertically. 

Also crack damage measuring 1.0 mm – 2.0 mm width. 

 

c) The Walkway at Ground Floor Level (Externally Only) 

 

Note: All of the following is part of the present visit as access was available. 

 

Rear Elevation of the Building 

 

Crack damage was originally noted to the rear of the ground floor and the entrance 

(which forms part of the entrance to the flats). This has been repaired as part of the 

alterations and refurbishment of the flats that were undertaken recently. There are no 

signs of further damage to the areas repaired. 

 

 

 

 



BRUCE, CUFLEY AND PARTNERS 

Property Inspected: One Seven One, 171 A Finchley Road, London NW3 6LB – Project No. 2411 

 

 

 - 6 -  

 

 

Rear Open walkway Surface and Rear Boundary Wall for Walkway 

 

As part of ground works to the rear of the terrace the walkway surface has been fully 

repaired. 

 

This included all asphalt features and repairs where cracked brick work was noted, 

whilst the refurbishment works were being undertaken. 

 

d) The Rear Elevation of the Boundary Wall from the Rear Car Park/Open Space 

 

Rear Elevation 

 

It was noted that the right hand side shop to 171A has been refurbished recently and 

‘Spec Savers’ occupy this unit. As part of the refurbishment the rear elevation has 

been repainted and repaired where crack damage originally occurred. A photographic 

record of the repairs are included within Appendix A at the end of this report. The 

timing of the repairs is not known but there appears to be no new crack damage to the 

rear elevation. 

 

To the rear of 171A Finchley Road, the crack damage is similar to that noted within 

the original report. Although the toothed vertical crack recorded last time does appear 

to have increased only very slightly. 

 

Access Steps 

 

The mass concrete access steps which serve 171A Finchley Road, have major crack 

damage and have settled and moved away from the rear boundary walkway wall. The 

gap between the face of the mass concrete is in excess of 100 mm at the worst case. 

There appears to be a worsening since the previous visit. 

 

The steps that serve the adjoining property ‘Spec Savers’ however have been 

completely rebuilt with new handrail. It is noted however that there is some 

settlement of the concrete steps and a slight movement away from the rear boundary 

walkway wall although the handrail shows little signs of distortion or movement. It 

has likely flexed due to the type used. 

 

Trees 

 

The trees as referred to in the original report have increased greatly in size and as 

their canopy increases so too their root spread. As referred to also in the original 

report and reiterated within the Arboriculture Report dated 11th April 2011 the trees 

are likely to be self-seeding. 

 

As referred in the previous report, there is no indication of tree roots extending 

towards the rear basement wall. However the roots seen in front of the tree and 

extending out into the car park area are very prominent. The finishes to the car park 

are broken up quite badly and the top of some roots are seen through. The canopy of 

the trees at the bottom of the steps to N° 171A extends mainly over the car park area. 

This information is detailed within the Arboriculture Report. 
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It should be noted and of concern that the trees along the rear of the basement 

elevation are within 1.0 meter of the wall. Any new foundations constructed in this 

area with the trees as seen on site would have to be to a minimum depth below 

ground level of at least 1.5 m (in accordance with NHBC and Building Regulation 

requirements). 

 

General Comment 

 

At the time of the visit although not checked by specialist equipment, there were no signs of 

any major distortion, or non-verticality or out of level of any of the walls or support members 

to the main building and in particular the rear basement wall. This included window reveals 

and door and window lintels or cills. 
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6. Discussion and Recommendations 

 

In order to clarify the extent of damage, the effects upon the structural integrity of the 

building and therefore make recommendations on the type of repair, we have carried out an 

assessment of the damage in comparison with the “Comparison of Visible Damage Table” 

from the BRE Digest 251. 

 

We have reproduced this table for reference purposes, as Table 1 overleaf: 

 

Table 1 – Classification of Visible Damage to Walls with Reference to Ease of Repair 
 

Category of 

Damage 

Description of Typical Damage 

Ease of repair in italic type 

Approximate Crack 

Width (mm) 
 

0 
 

Hairline cracks of less than about 0.1mm width are classed 

as negligible 

 

Up to 0.1* 
 
 

 

1 
 

Fine cracks which can easily be treated during normal 

decoration.  Perhaps isolated slight fracturing in building.  

Cracks rarely visible in external brickwork. 
 

 

Up to 1* 

Insignificant 

2 Cracks easily filled.  Redecoration probably required.  

Recurrent cracks can be masked by suitable linings.  Cracks 

not necessarily visible externally; some external repointing 

may be required to ensure weathertightness.  Doors and 

windows may stick slightly. 

 

Up to 5* 

Slight 

 

3 
The cracks require some opening up and can be patched by 

a mason.  Repointing of external brickwork and possibly a 

small amount of brickwork to be replaced.  Doors and 

windows sticking.  Service pipes may fracture.  

Weathertightness often impaired. 
 

 

5 to 15* (or a 

number of cracks up 

to 3) 

Moderate 

 

4 
 

Extensive repair work involving breaking-out and replacing 

sections of walls, especially over doors and windows.  

Window and door frames distorted, floor sloping 

noticeably+.  Walls leaning+ or bulging noticeably some loss 

of bearing in beams.  Service pipes disrupted. 
 

 

15 to 25* but also 

depends on number 

of cracks 

Severe 

 

5 
 

This requires a major repair job involving partial or 

complete re-building.  Beams lose bearing; walls lean badly 

and require shoring.  Windows broken with distortion.  

Danger of instability. 
 

 

Usually greater then 

25* but depends on 

number of cracks. 

Very Severe. 

 

* Crack width is one factor in assessing category of damage and should not be used on its own as direct measure of 

it. 
+ Local deviation of slope, from the horizontal or vertical, of more than 1/100 will normally be clearly visible.  

Overall deviations in excess of 1/150 are undesirable. 

 

The purpose of the subsequent visit and therefore this report is to confirm the damage to the 

property and whether there is a major ongoing problem with the areas of damage.  
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Specifically, whether the structural integrity of the building has been compromised or is 

likely to be compromised in the future if no action is taken. 

 

The property is most likely to be founded on London Clay material due to its location when 

the geological maps are examined.  Although, with the basement to the front, the founding 

level is more into natural ground as the terrain generally slopes from the front of the 

property down towards the back and into the car park/open space at the rear. 

 

The London Clay material is a shrinkable sub soil and can be susceptible to changes in 

volume of the clay with variation in moisture content.  If the foundations are on this sub soil, 

then the building is susceptible to movement. 

 

However, the crack damage to the shop internally seen as part of the original visit and 

assumed to have got worse over time is only in one or two locations.  Although the damage 

to the ceiling had been reported, we do not consider the cracks that were seen at the time to 

have been caused by foundation movement.  There are only hairline cracks to the walls 

adjacent to the ceiling cracks.  However, there has been some movement as the cracks have 

appeared since the shop was redecorated.  The crack damage is more likely to be as a result 

of some thermal movement rather than foundation failure. 

  

The damage seen as part of the structural survey works in accordance with Table 1 above is 

considered to be ‘Category of Damage 1 and 2’ and ‘insignificant’ or ‘slight’  We 

understand that the damage seen has occurred recently.  It is not possible to confirm whether 

there is any progressive movement without a period of monitoring.  However, if the cracks 

are repaired as part of the normal redecoration, they could be used as a self-monitor.  Again, 

we do not consider the cracks to be of major concern in respect to the overall structural 

integrity of the building. 

 

As originally reported and still current (as no repairs have been undertaken), the crack 

damage to the Basement Stock/Storeroom, particularly in the ground bearing slab, the crack 

damage could be as a result of both the leaking pipes at walkway surface, also the trees 

adjacent to the boundary wall. 

 

Whether the downpipe running down the wall has leaked in addition to the gully pot from 

the soffit of the walkway slab, it is not possible to confirm without the drains being 

inspected and tested.  This is also on the assumption that the drains run beneath the 

Basement Stock/Storeroom slab.  If the drains have leaked then the fines in the material 

beneath the slab have been washed away creating voids and thus the slab settling. 

 

However, the major settlement of the slab is at the middle area, which is directly opposite 

the location of the large tree adjacent to the rear boundary wall. 

 

If the tree root activity is such that it has extended beneath the boundary wall and are under 

the Basement Stock/Storeroom slab with moisture being extracted from the sub soil, the 

natural ground could reduce in volume and the structure above subsequently settle. This 

situation will only get worse if the cause of the moisture extraction is not removed. 
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If there is damage to adjoining properties, we assume to be of a similar nature as the trees 

and the leaking walkway slab are close to other properties, but outside of the demise to 

171A Finchley Road. 

 

We understand from the information within the Arboriculture Report that Tree Preservation 

Orders are not imposed on two trees along the rear boundary wall and closest to the steps 

where the damage is seen. 

 

As referred to earlier in this report if new foundations were to be constructed with the trees in 

their present position the foundation level would have to be at least 1.5 m below external 

ground level. It is very unlikely that this is the case, bearing in mind the age of, and type of 

footings for this building. Although the stairs and the rear walls have been repaired to the 

adjoining property of N° 171A. The damage seen does not confirm or otherwise whether the 

tree roots pass beneath the boundary wall. However the new steps although as a mass block 

is sound there appears to be a slight separation between the rear wall face and the back face 

of the block of steps. Whether there is a separation joint between that has disintegrated it is 

not possible to confirm. But the gap seen is rather larger than a typical separation joint and 

therefore some form of settlement has occurred. Timing for this is not possible to confirm, 

but if the trees are an issue with any ground movement then the settlement would commence 

once the block of steps has been completed. 

 

The damage as seen at the rear wall to 171A, when compared with the record photographs 

from the 2011 report has got worse. The magnitude of this is not possible to gauge as no 

formal monitoring regime has been set up. 

 

The damage as recorded in the 2011 report for the areas in the Basement and Store Room, 

cannot be compared as access was denied. On the basis that the external damage has got 

worse then it is likely the internal damage has also got worse. On the basis that the damage 

both externally and internally is as a result of tree root activity. Then as no tree management 

measures have been undertaken, with the trees continuing to grow, they will have an ongoing 

effect on the damage. 

 

The only way to ensure that there is no ongoing issues from the trees, on the assumption that 

they are the proximate cause of the damage, is to have the trees removed.  

 

As with any tree removal there are issues regarding heave and tree preservation order (TPO). 

With reference to the Arboriculture Report it is noted that the trees of concern do not have 

any TPO’s in place. The trees are self-seeded and therefore became established after the 

construction of the building. Therefore on both counts there are no reasons for not having the 

trees removed. 

 

Due to their present size there may be a request for a staged removal. But from a structural 

point of view their removal would ensure that there are no further issues regarding the 

structure of the building. This will include the ground bearing slab in the Basement/Store 

Room area. 
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7. Summary: 

 

To ensure that there are no further issues with the building and in particular the rear of the 

property and the ground bearing slab in the Basement/Store Room area, the trees are 

removed. 

 

The tree removal should be undertaken under the advice of suitably qualified Arboriculturist 

or Tree Surgeon. 

 

 

8. Report by: 

 

Peter D Mann 

for Bruce, Cufley & Partners 

Qualifications: C.Eng., M.I.Struct.E 

 

Disclaimer: This report is not a full structural survey. The report is specifically restricted in accordance with 

conditions, limitations and qualifications agreed. 
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 Plate 2 – View of rear elevation to the Basement of adjoining property 
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Plate 3 – View of elevation to the Basement of N° 171A Plate 4 – View of rear access steps to adjoining property 
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Plate 5 – View of rear access steps to adjoining property Plate 6 – View of steps to rear adjoining property with steps to N° 171A 

beyond 
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Plate 7 – Base of tree adjacent to the rear steps to N° 171A Plate 8 – Close up view of steps to N° 171A settled and moved away from 

rear wall 
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Plate 9 – View of existing hand rail encased by the tree at the steps to 171A Plate 10 – Vertical crack damage to the rear wall of N° 171A Basement 
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Plate 11 – View of tree adjacent to rear wall to adjoining property Plate 12 – View of bottom of steps to the adjoining property 



 

 

Bruce, Cufley & Partners 
Suite V, Epsilon House, Laser Quay, Culpeper Close, 
Medway City Estate, Rochester, Kent. ME2 4HU 
Telephone: 01634 727633  e-mail: bcp@brucecufley.co.uk 

 

Title: One Seven One, 171A Finchley Road, 

London NW3 6LB 

Date: 24th September 2015 

Prepared by:  PDM 

Sheet No. 7 

Project No 

2411 

 

 

 

 
P

late 1
4
 –

 C
rack

 d
am

ag
e to

 th
e step

 b
ey

o
n
d
 th

e area o
f N

° 1
7
1

A
 (w

ith
 g

ap
 

b
etw

een
 w

all an
d
 step

 stru
ctu

re) 

 

 

Plate 13 – View of steps to properties beyond the area at the rear of N° 171A  
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Copy of Original BC&P Report Dated 25th February 2011



 

 

Cont’d…/ 

Our Ref:  PDM/SS/2411 

 25th February 2011   

James Andrew RSW 

Fairchild House 

Redbourne Avenue 

London 

N3 2BP 

 

For the Attention of Liz McGovern, Property Manager 

 

 

Dear Liz, 

 

Re:  Crack Damage 

One Seven One, 171A Finchley Road, London, NW3 6LB 

 

We refer to our recent discussion with regard to the above site and in particular your request to 

visit and report, giving Structural Engineering advice upon the crack damage to the property, and other 

areas where there has been signs of movement in the building structure. 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

 Bruce, Cufley and Partners have been requested by Liz McGovern, Property Manager 

to James Andrew RSW, to visit and give Structural Engineering advice on the 

damage to the property.  Subsequently report on the observations, giving possible 

cause of damage and give advice upon any remedial measures (if they are required) 

and the way forward for the next stage. 

 

2.0 Background 

 

 This letter report has been prepared by Bruce, Cufley and Partners in response to the 

request by James Andrew RSW on behalf of the tenant of the ground floor shop One 

Seven One, 171A Finchley Road, London NW3 6LB to give Structural Engineering 

advice on the crack damage to the shop internal area and other storage area, stock 

rooms and the like.  This report has been prepared without any intrusive works being 

undertaken, simply a visual inspection of the areas of concern. 

 

 A visit was made by Bruce, Cufley and Partners’ Chartered Structural Engineer on 

Wednesday 16th February 2011.  The detail of the crack damage within the shop area 

in particular and the basement store/stockroom were noted.  A photographic record of 

the damage and other relevant features has been made and is contained under 

Appendix A at the end of this report. 

 

 The crack damage of most concern to the shop tenant was towards the rear of the 

shop in the ceiling.  The damage to the rear store/stock room in the basement was 

also noted, although the tenant seemed less concerned over the damage seen. 
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3.0 Observations 

 

 The shop where the damage is seen is at ground floor and basement levels to 171A 

Finchley Road, and part of the terrace known as Fairfax Mansions. 

 

 The exact age of the property is unknown although by the style of the external 

features and from historic maps, the terrace probably dates from the end of the 19th 

Century.  It is assumed that no major structural alterations have been undertaken to 

the property as the style of the finishes internally appears to be original. 

 

 Above the shop at ground floor and basement levels are a further 3 storeys, which are 

flats above the shop. 

 

 Access and egress to the flats is via the rear open walkway and the rear entrance 

lobby/door.  The walkway runs the full length of the terrace.  This walkway is at 

ground floor level (as the shop ground floor level) with the basement to the shop 

extending out beneath the walkway. 

 

 There is access to the rear of the basement through the rear door in the boundary wall.  

This boundary wall access opens out onto a large unmade open space used as car 

parking.  It is not known whether the open space is within the terrace boundary.  

Access to the rear of the basement is via solid steps as the basement level is higher 

than the open space level.  (Plates 1 and 2 refer giving typical details). 

 

 The areas of damage which was inspected as part of the survey are as follows:- 

 

 a) The shop at ground floor level 

 b) The shop/stock/storage room at basement level 

 c) The walkway at ground floor level, externally only 

 d) The rear elevation of the boundary wall from the rear car park/open space 

including the rear solid steps and access door. 

 

 In order to confirm the significance of the damage and also other features that may 

affect the structural integrity of the building, we have noted specific locations and the 

damage/feature seen at that location. 

 

 a) The Shop at Ground Floor Level (Internally only) 

  Ceiling 

  Crack in the ceiling towards the rear left hand corner above the staircase down to 

basement level.  Crack runs parallel to the party wall and away from the 

bulkhead from the stairs to the flats above.  Slight rucking in the ceiling finishes 

also.  Crack approximately 1.0mm width (Fine).  Plate 3 refers. 

 

  Crack in the rear right hand corner.  Crack across the corner extending slightly 

down the rear wall.  Crack less than 1.0mm (Hairline).  Plate 4 refers. 
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3.0 Observations (Continued) 
 

  Walls 

  Crack to the right hand side party wall pier around the picture rail level.  Crack 

less than 1.0mm (Hairline). 

 

  Picture rail to the wall that bounds the staircase/lobby area to the flats above.  

The rail has come away from the wall.  Appears to be a slight bow in the wall. 

No signs of any other damage to the wall.  Plate 5 refers. 

 

 b) The Shop, Stock/Store Room at Basement Level 

  Ceiling 

  Major water penetration through the walkway slab over the Basement, 

Stock/Storeroom, in particular where the gully is located and the drain run to the 

vertical down pipe.  Plates 6 and 7 refer. 

  Walls 

  Stepped crack in the external boundary wall close to the junction with the party 

wall line.  Crack measures 1mm - 2mm width (Slight).  Plate 8 refers. 

  Vertical stepped crack in the party wall to the left hand side of the rear Basement, 

Stock/Storeroom.  Crack measures 1.0mm in width.  Plate 9 refers. 

  Floor 

  Major settlement cracking with the floor dropped over the whole area of the 

Basement slab to the rear Store/Stockroom.  Cracks measure 1mm - 2mm in 

width.  Major settlement occurs adjacent to the rear boundary wall in the middle 

of the span where the slab has dropped by 120mm vertically.  At that location, no 

crack damage in the boundary wall can be seen.  Plates 10 and 11 refer.  

Damage to the boundary wall is as referred to above.   

 

 c) The Walkway at Ground Floor Level (Externally Only) 

  Rear Elevation of the Building 

  There is some crack damage to the rear elevation of the property in particular 

beneath the rear window at ground floor level to the shop.  The crack measures 

1mm to 2mm in width.  Plate 12 refers. 

  Some of the perpendicular and bed joints in the rear elevation of the flats entrance 

area has the mortar washed away adjacent to the drain pipe.  Plate 13 refers. 

  Rear Open Walkway Surface 

  The cover to the gully pot in the top surface of the asphalt covered walkway has 

been displaced.  There are no signs of cracking in the finished surface and it is 

not possible to determine where the leak to the Basement, Stock/Storeroom 

below was located. Whether repairs have been carried out, it was not possible to 

see.  Generally, the surface showed no signs of distress. 
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3.0 Observations (Continued) 
 

  Rear Boundary Wall from Walkway 

  The rear boundary wall that extends up above the open walkway surface is  

1 brick thick (215mm) with intermediate 1½ brick thick (327mm) x 2 bricks 

(440mm) piers at 6000mm centres.  The wall extends above the finished 

walkway level approximately 1500mm in height.  Plate 14 refers.  No crack 

damage can be seen in this boundary wall. 

 

 d) The Rear Elevation of the Boundary Wall from the Rear Car Park/Open Space 

  Rear Elevation 

  Although there are no major cracks to the rear boundary wall, both above and 

below the Basement level of the Stock/Storeroom, there is a toothed vertical 

crack at approximately the party wall line between the Basement areas under the 

walkway.  Photo 15 refers. 

  Access Steps 

  The mass concrete access steps which serve both 171A Finchley Road and the 

adjoining property have major crack damage and has settled and moved away 

from the boundary wall.  The crack runs through the majority of the steps.  No 

handrails or balustrades are attached to the steps.  The gap between the face of 

the mass concrete steps and the face of the boundary wall is approximately 

100mm.  Plates 16, 17 and 18 refer. 

  Trees 

  Adjacent to the rear boundary wall from the car park/open space level is what is 

believed to be a large Sycamore tree.  There are a number of large trunks from 

the ground level.  The tree is probably in excess of 15.0 metres in height.  From 

the location of the tree and the style, it is most likely to have self seeded.  The 

tree is adjacent to the rear access steps and within 1.0 metre of the rear boundary 

wall.  There is no indication of any tree roots under either the wall or the access 

steps, but this can only be determined by trial pit excavations.  It appears that a 

post, either handrail or scaffold tube, passes through the lower section of the 

Sycamore trunk.  Obviously, the tree has grown up and around this metal section.  

Plates 1 and 19 refer. 

  There are other trees further along the boundary wall, but are outside of the 

boundary of 171A Finchley Road.  These trees are of a similar species and of a 

similar size and distance from the boundary wall. 
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4.0 Discussion 

 

In order to clarify the extent of damage, the effects upon the structural integrity of the 

building and therefore make recommendations on the type of repair, we have carried 

out an assessment of the damage in comparison with the “Comparison of Visible 

Damage Table” from the BRE Digest 251. 

 

 

We have reproduced this table for reference purposes, as Table 1 below:- 

 

Table 1 Classification of Visible Damage to Walls with Reference to Ease of 

Repair 
Category of 

Damage 

Description of Typical Damage 

East of repair in italic type 

Approximate Crack 

Width (mm) 
 

0 
 

Hairline cracks of less than about 0.1mm width are classed 

as negligible 

 

Up to 0.1* 

 
 

 

1 
 

Fine cracks which can easily be treated during normal 

decoration.  Perhaps isolated slight fracturing in building.  

Cracks rarely visible in external brickwork. 
 

 

Up to 1* 

Insignificant 

2 Cracks easily filled.  Redecoration probably required.  

Recurrent cracks can be masked by suitable linings.  Cracks 

not necessarily visible externally; some external repointing 

may be required to ensure weathertightness.  Doors and 

windows may stick slightly. 

Up to 5* 

Slight 

 

3 
 

The cracks require some opening up and can be patched by 

a mason.  Repointing of external brickwork and possibly a 

small amount of brickwork to be replaced.  Doors and 

windows sticking.  Service pipes may fracture.  

Weathertightness often impaired. 

 

 

5 to 15* (or a 

number of cracks up 

to 3) 

Moderate 

 

4 
 

Extensive repair work involving breaking-out and replacing 

sections of walls, especially over doors and windows.  

Window and door frames distorted, floor sloping 

noticeably+.  Walls leaning+ or bulging noticeably some loss 

of bearing in beams.  Service pipes disrupted. 
 

 

15 to 25* but also 

depends on number 

of cracks 

Severe 

 

5 
 

This requires a major repair job involving partial or 

complete re-building.  Beams lose bearing; walls lean badly 

and require shoring.  Windows broken with distortion.  

Danger of instability. 

 

 

Usually greater then 

25* but depends on 

number of cracks. 

Very Severe. 

* Crack width is one factor in assessing category of damage and should not be used on its own as direct 

measure of it. 
 + Local deviation of slope, from the horizontal or vertical, of more than 1/100 will normally be clearly 

visible.  Overall deviations in excess of 1/150 are undesirable. 
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4.0 Discussion (Continued) 

 

 The purpose of the visit and therefore this report is to confirm the damage to the 

property and whether there is a major ongoing problem with the areas of damage.  

Specifically, whether the structural integrity of the building has been compromised or 

is likely to be compromised in the future if no action is taken. 

 

 The property is most likely to be founded on London Clay material due to its location 

when the geological maps are examined.  Although, with the basement to the front, 

the founding level is more into natural ground as the terrain generally slopes from the 

front of the property down towards the back and into the car park/open space at the 

rear. 

 

 The London Clay material is a shrinkable sub soil and can be susceptible to changes 

in volume of the clay with variation in moisture content.  If the foundations are on 

this sub soil, then the building is susceptible to movement. 

 

 However, the crack damage to the shop internally is only in one or two locations.  

Although the damage to the ceiling has been reported recently, we do not consider the 

cracks to have been caused by foundation movement.  There are only hairline cracks 

to the walls adjacent to the ceiling cracks.  However, there has been some movement 

as the cracks have appeared since the shop was redecorated.  The crack damage is 

more likely to be as a result of some thermal movement rather than foundation 

failure. 

  

 The damage seen as part of the structural survey works in accordance with Table 1 

above is considered to be ‘Category of Damage 1 and 2’ and ‘insignificant’ or ‘slight’  

We understand that the damage seen has occurred recently.  It is not possible to 

confirm whether there is any progressive movement without a period of monitoring.  

However, if the cracks are repaired as part of the normal redecoration, they could be 

used as a self monitor.  Again, we do not consider the cracks to be of major concern 

in respect to the overall structural integrity of the building. 

 

 With regard to the crack damage to the Basement Stock/Storeroom, particularly in the 

ground bearing slab, the crack damage could be as a result of both the leaking pipes at 

walkway surface, also the trees adjacent to the boundary wall. 

 

 Whether the downpipe running down the wall has leaked in addition to the gully pot 

from the soffit of the walkway slab, it is not possible to confirm without the drains 

being inspected and tested.  This is also on the assumption that the drains run beneath 

the Basement Stock/Storeroom slab.  If the drains have leaked then the fines in the 

material beneath the slab have been washed away creating voids and thus the slab 

settling. 

 

 However, the major settlement of the slab is at the middle area, which is directly 

opposite the location of the large tree adjacent to the rear boundary wall. 
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4.0 Discussion (Continued) 

  

 If the tree root activity is such that it has extended beneath the boundary wall and are 

under the Basement Stock/Storeroom slab with moisture being extracted from the sub 

soil, the natural ground could reduce in volume and the structure above subsequently 

settle. 

 

 Without further investigation works it is not possible to determine the proximate 

cause of the crack damage to the rear boundary wall and the settlement of the ground 

bearing Basement Stock/Storeroom slab. 

 

 It should be noted that a typical exclusion from a Building Insurance policy (mainly 

domestic) is that if there is no damage to the main structural walls, although the 

ground bearing slab has settled, it is classed as an uninsured peril. 

 

 The damage to the ground floor slab is major although the wall has only minor 

damage in comparison.  However, it would be worth checking insurance policies to 

confirm whether the exclusion does exist for this particular case. 

 

 If there is damage to adjoining properties, we assume to be of a similar nature as the 

trees and the leaking walkway slab are close to other properties, but outside of the 

demise to 171A Finchley Road. 

 

 We understand that Tree Preservation Orders are in force for each of the trees along 

the rear boundary wall. 

 

 It was noted that refurbishment works are being undertaken to a number of the flats 

above shops, this includes 171A Finchley Road.  Further disturbance is possible 

during the works, but it would be prudent to have a condition survey of the existing 

finishes, undertaken to confirm damage and whether it worsens as a result of other 

works. 

 

5.0 Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

 We are unable to specifically confirm the proximate cause of the damage to the 

property.  This is both for the internal crack damage to the ground floor level shop 

and also the Basement Stock/Storeroom.  However, there are clear signs for the 

damage to the Basement Stock/Storeroom slab, being as a result of either water 

penetration or the trees or both, although leaking drains cannot be determined at this 

stage. 

 

 With regard to internal damage to the shop at ground floor level, we would 

recommend the following:- 

 

 (i) A Condition Survey is carried out to the internal cracking as works are being 

undertaken to the upper level flats. 
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5.0 Conclusion and Recommendations (Continued) 
 

 (ii) Once the works to the flats are completed, crack repairs as part of normal 

redecoration works are undertaken and then used as a self monitor. 

 

 With regard to the rear Basement Stock/Storeroom, we would recommend the 

following:- 

 

 a) The building’s insurance policy is checked to confirm whether any exclusions 

are in force regarding ground bearing slab settlement. 

 

 b) The drains are surveyed and tested to confirm any leaks and where they flow to. 

 

 c) Trial pit excavations are undertaken to confirm whether tree root activity has 

extended under the rear boundary wall and the ground bearing slab. 

 

 d) The walkway slab is checked and if required repair for any water penetration (if 

this has not already been completed). 

 

 e) A claim is made to your Insurers for subsidence to the rear Basement 

Stock/Storeroom.  Although you need to check policy excess for Commercial 

Policies for this type of property. 

 

 f) As part of item e) above, put the Local Authority on notice regarding the tree 

nuisance. 

 

We trust that the above is satisfactory, but should there be any problem or queries, please do not 

hesitate to contact us. 

 

Assuring you of our best attention at all times. 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

For and on behalf of 

Bruce, Cufley & Partners Ltd. 

 

 

 

 

 

P.D. Mann 

C.Eng., M.I.Struct.E 
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Plate 2 Rear Open Walkway Plate 1 Typical Rear Elevation 
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Plate 4 Crack in rear wall and ceiling Plate 3 Ceiling crack to rear of shop 
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Plate 6 Ceiling water penetration damage at walkway gully pot location Plate 5 Picture rail parted from internal wall 
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Plate 8 Stepped crack in rear boundary wall 
Plate 7 Drain run to vertical down pipe with water penetration damage to 

ceiling 
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Plate 10 Cracks in Basement floor at door 

threshold to rear stack/store room 
Plate 9 Stepped crack in Party Wall to left hand side 



Bruce, Cufley & Partners 

Suite V, Epsilon House, Laser Quay, Culpeper Close, 
Medway City Estate, Rochester, Kent. ME2 4HU 
Telephone: 01634 727633 Fax: 01634 727644 
e-mail: bcp@brucecufley.co.uk 

 

Title: 

 

One Seven One 

171A Finchley Road 

London NW3 6LB 

Date:  February 2011 

Prepared by:  P. Hodges 

Checked by: P.D. Mann 

Sht No. 

6 

Project No. 

2411 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Plate 12 Rear ground floor level window to shop 
Plate 11 Settlement in floor slab at centre span 

adjacent to the rear boundary wall 
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Plate 14  Typical upstand boundary wall detail to the rear open walkway 

area 
Plate 13 Mortar washed out of perpendicular and bed mortar joints  
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Plate 16 Typical view rear access stairs  Plate 15 Toothed vertical crack at approximate party wall location 
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Plate 18 Gap between steps and rear boundary wall  Plate 17 Major crack in mid section of the mass concrete rear access steps 
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 Plate 19 Tree adjacent to rear boundary wall 
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