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From fibro
to fabulous
Often poor performing and riddled with asbestos, is Australia’s
ubiquitous fibro shack worth keeping? These two families on opposite
sides of the country said yes, opting for renovations and extensions that
vastly improved the liveability of their humble homes.

WORDS Anna Cumming
PHOTOGRAPHY Bo Wong
HANDS UP WHO GREW UP IN A FIBRO
house? In the 1950s and 1960s, a shortage
of building materials after the end of the
Second World War combined with a housing
boom saw a big increase in the use of fibro,
with entire suburbs being constructed
largely from it. Short for fibrous cement
sheet, fibro had the advantages of being
cheap, durable, low maintenance and fireresistant.
Before the health hazards of asbestos
were known, most fibro made use of this
‘wonder’ fibre to reinforce the thin cement
sheets. And while asbestos was phased out
of use in the 1980s, there are still thousands
of mid-century fibro houses in suburban
and rural Australia.
Changes in taste, a preference for
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larger houses and modern concerns about
living with asbestos have led to a trend for
pushing over our fibro housing stock and
rebuilding. However, as two renovation
and extension projects demonstrate,
there’s an alternative approach that helps
preserve this important contribution to our
vernacular architecture and the embodied
energy already invested in the building.
What’s more, the necessary removal of the
asbestos cladding allows easy access for
upgrades to the thermal envelope.
We look at fibro houses in Fremantle
and Sydney that have been retained and
upgraded to be much better performing
than the originals, providing energyefficient and comfortable living for two
young families. a

x
“The design challenge in this project was to balance Brad’s desire for boldness with his preference to retain the structure
and modest character of the original cottage,” says designer Jeremy Coggin about White Gum Valley House. His answer
was an eye-catching semi-enclosed verandah added to the north-facing front of the house for extra living space; yellow
detailing contrasts with the grey of the heritage cottage.
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HOUSE PROFILE

FROM FIBRO TO FABULOUS

WHITE GUM VALLEY HOUSE
Fremantle Mayor Brad Pettitt bought
his 1950s fibro house in Fremantle, WA,
about 15 years ago. “It was in pretty poor
condition, and every bit of advice I got was
that it’s such a great block with amazing
views, you should just knock the house over
and start again.” But for Brad, then Dean
of the School of Sustainability at Murdoch
University and an advocate for sustainable
building, the aim was always to adapt the
house and reuse as many of the materials
as possible. “It’s part of the Freo vernacular
– the area is famous for its Federation
buildings, but there is lots of this post-war
building stock too.”
Working with designer Jeremy Coggin,

Brad settled on an approach that involved
minimal structural changes to the existing
house, instead focusing on upgrades to the
thermal envelope: “I used to joke that the
house performed just like a tent!”, laughs
Brad. The need to remove the asbestos fibro
sheet that clad all external walls and wet
area internal walls was also an opportunity,
as it allowed for careful insulation and
wrapping of the building. The external
cladding was replaced with a cement-based
board to help retain the character of the
original house. Along with upgrading some
windows to double glazing and others with
high performance glass, the result is a much
more liveable and energy-efficient home.
The redesign moves the living

spaces to the north for best passive solar
performance. A new kitchen opens to
a large semi-enclosed verandah with a
soaring roof at the front of the house,
extending the living space in the direction
of the views over the neighbouring golf
course. In contrast to the modesty of
the original cottage, the extension is
deliberately bold and innovative, and is a
clever solution to the challenge of providing
for the indoor-outdoor lifestyle Brad
wanted. “In this temperate climate, if you
have access to sun you can be outside pretty
much all the time,” says Jeremy. “Even in
winter there’s lots of sun, and this close to
the beach the ‘Fremantle Doctor’ provides a
reliable early afternoon breeze.” a

v
As part of internal changes to the original cottage, the kitchen was
relocated to the north where it opens onto the verandah extension.
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White Gum Valley House
—Specifications
Credits

Sustainable Features

DESIGNER
Jeremy and You

HOT WATER
– 315 litre, 30-tube Thermann
evacuated tube solar hot water
with electric boosted mid
element.

BUILDER
Owner builder
PROJECT TYPE
Retrofit
PROJECT LOCATION
Fremantle WA
COST
$220,000
SIZE
House 120 m2
Land 480 m2

RENEWABLE ENERGY
– 2.2kW grid-connected solar
PV system; 11 x 200W panels
from Solvation and ORION
2kW inverter and linked with
Renew Nexus solar trading
scheme www.solvation.com.au
WATER SAVING
– 10,000L rainwater tank,
connected to toilet and for
garden use from Rainwater
Tanks WA.
PASSIVE DESIGN / HEATING &
COOLING
– Adjustable shade sails for use
in warmer months

j T
 he 67-square-metre verandah is “the most used part of the house
– we live out here for about nine months of the year,” says
homeowner Brad Pettitt. It’s open to the north for solar access and
to take advantage of views, and has a floor of recycled jarrah.

–N
 atural cross ventilation paths
designed for night purging of
heat in summer using the very
effective Fremantle Doctor
(afternoon sea breeze)
–S
 emi-enclosed, passive solar
front deck.
ACTIVE HEATING & COOLING
–C
 eiling fans
–G
 as heating.
BUILDING MATERIALS
–T
 imber frame construction
–Z
 incalume roof
–R
 ecycled doors, windows,
timber, stone. Decking boards
were made from recycled
jarrah; paving reused from a
cellar
– I nsulation: ceiling bulk
polyester R3, walls bulk natural
wool R3, underfloor reflective
foil.

WINDOWS & GLAZING
– Double-glazed sliding and
stacking windows and doors.
PAINTS, FINISHES & FLOOR
COVERINGS
– Retention of original jarrah
floorboards throughout.
LIGHTING
– Efficient LED lighting
throughout.
OTHER ESD FEATURES
– Healthy home features: crossflow ventilation, indoor plants
for air filtration, natural light
– Efficient appliances
– Smart home features
– Holden Volt PHEV
– Native, water-wise plants and
vegetable and herb gardens
– Furniture was made from
leftover timbers and pallets.
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PALING HOUSE
In North Ryde, NSW, Scott and Rachel
Fallowfield have also chosen to upgrade and
extend their tiny fibro cottage. “The middle
ring of Sydney suburbia is going through a
phase of knocking down all the fibro houses
and building gargantuan McMansions,” says
their architect Andy Marlow of Envirotecture.
“These homeowners wanted to improve the way
in which they lived but wanted to avoid that
trend – they didn’t need their finished house to
be huge.”
Structurally, the house was fine. “The
only issues were that it was entirely clad in
asbestos sheets, and had no insulation,” says
Andy. Envirotecture’s design retains the house
with almost no floor plan changes, and adds
an extension at the back along the southern
boundary, allowing for excellent northern solar
access, well considered shading and a good
connection with the garden. The extension
contains a new kitchen, living and dining area,
with a second bathroom positioned between
the old and new parts of the house. To provide
contrast with the original structure, it’s clad in
a combination of weathering steel and recycled
hardwood fence palings.
Replacing the cladding on the original
house was the last part of the project.
Andy notes that although there’s a cost to
remove and dispose of asbestos sheets, the
fact that it’s fairly easy to do gives rise to
opportunities: “This kind of cladding is always
on a lightweight timber frame, which makes it
simple and relatively inexpensive to insulate,
wrap the building and reclad. There’s also
the chance to change the aesthetic of the
building, but Scott and Rachel chose not to
alter it much, to retain the cottage’s character.”
The house was reclad with environmentally
friendly magnesium oxide sheets with strips of
zincalume covering the gaps. “It looks fantastic,
and is low maintenance too,” Rachel says.
The thorough insulation has improved the
thermal performance of the existing cottage,
with Scott reporting that it’s more comfortable
on the hottest days and coldest nights. The
extension is very comfortable all year round.
Completed on a tight budget and without
the need for the family to move out, the Paling
House is a renovation success story. “I love
that we have a modest street frontage that
pays homage to the war service homes built in
the 1940s and ’50s,” says Rachel, “but then we
have a modern, environmentally responsive
addition that provides us with the comforts of a
contemporary build.”
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j 
A polished concrete floor
for thermal mass and high
louvre windows, for
ventilation, plus lots of
insulation and doubleglazed windows all
contribute to the excellent
thermal performance of the
extension.
Images: Ute Wegmann

j
Keen to preserve the character of the original house,
Scott and Rachel opted to reclad it in magnesium oxide
sheet once the asbestos-containing fibro was removed
and the structure insulated and wrapped.
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j C
 lad in weathering steel and recycled fence palings to provide a clear aesthetic distinction

Paling House
—Specifications

between old and new, the rear extension to the Fallowfields’ small fibro house was carefully
designed to perform well thermally with minimal active heating and cooling. It also provides
the extra living space the family of four needed. Image: Ute Wegmann

Credits

Sustainable Features

DESIGNER
Envirotecture

HOT WATER
– Reused existing hot water
service.

BUILDER
PV Constructions
PROJECT TYPE
Renovation
PROJECT LOCATION
Sydney NSW
COST
$350,000
SIZE
Land: 558 m2
House: 153 m2
(formerly 83m2)

WATER SAVING
– Efficient shower heads, taps.
PASSIVE DESIGN / HEATING &
COOLING
– Thermal mass in concrete slab
with slab edge insulation
– Extensive shading
– No west-facing glass
– Re-insulated throughout,
including continuous
insulation under roof structure
– Summer and winter courtyards
– Roof optimised for solar PV
– Cross ventilation.

BUILDING MATERIALS
–R
 eused fence palings, sourced
locally
–C
 orten (weathering steel)
–M
 agnesium oxide board
(replacement for fibro)
–B
 urnished concrete floor
(sealed)
– I nsulation in roof totals about
R6.5
–T
 imber-framed walls,
Proctorwrap RW Black, R2.5
polyester batts, battens and
cladding.

ACTIVE HEATING & COOLING
– Ceiling fans.
PAINTS, FINISHES & FLOOR
COVERINGS
– Bio paint zero-VOC wall paints.

WINDOWS & GLAZING
–R
 ylock double-glazed windows
–S
 ensor-controlled Breezway
louvres for cross ventilation.
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