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ECONOSPACEMAKING
The prerogative of a modern economy is to furnish people with
the necessities of life - food and shelter. Many people wish to
distance themselves from such modernity and to embrace a
sustainable way of life. Control of food and shelter are pivotal
to the realisation of such ambitions because when we directly
engage with these activities we can get in touch with who we
are and with our purpose in life - the essence of sustainability.

Because the vernacular architecture tradition was oral it died
out when people became enmeshed in the job culture of the
modern age. To re-engage with these traditions we have to
re-activate our innate sheltermaking instincts and create
architecture appropriate to the lives we wish to live.

Architecture encompasses all of the dimensions of the world as
we know it: the 3 dimensions of space - length, breath and
height - plus that most mysterious of dimensions, time. Such
‘spacetime’ encompasses the physical world and the invisible
realm which characterises life.

The modern world devalues the invisible aspects of life and the
instincts which allow us to interpret these. Because
architecture allows us to engage with the 4 dimensions of the
known world it is an invaluable tool in the quest to engage with
life as it really is and to live our lives fully in that consciousness.

The creation of architecture relies on two primary activities -
design and construction. In the design process we articulate
our abstract desires. These are then embodied in the building
that is constructed in the physical world.

When we wish to design sustainable buildings we must first
express what this means to us before we can hope to
‘construct’ it in the physical world. To do this we must engage
with the invisible dimensions of our lives - our feelings, our
aspirations, our hopes, our imaginations, our dreams.

EconoSpaceMaking describes the process of learning how to
design and construct an architecture appropriate to
sustainable living.

‘EconoSpace’ is an abbreviation of the words ‘economical
space’. These are small, low-cost buildings which can be
constructed free of planning permission. This allows us to ‘live
our architecture’ without undue impediment.

We are natural sheltemakers. Millions of people worldwide still
build their own homes. Knowledge of how to do this is in our
genes. We simply need to tap into this knowing in order to re-
engage with the process of sheltermaking.

Generally, architecture is presented as being complex when, in
fact, it can be very simple - literally four walls and a roof. It is
life which is complicated and full of hidden meaning. When
we accept this fact, and the nature of this invisibility, we can
begin to distinguish between the visible and invisible aspects of
buildings. This allows us to interpret the abstract nature of inner
space as a reflection of our own ‘invisible’, or, inner selves.
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THE econospace concept
The EconoSpace first came to life as an idea - the idea that it
should be possible to construct a small habitable building with
very little in the way of money. The realisation of this idea took
some time for a variety of reasons.

Students who attended early ‘Be Your Own Architect’ Courses -
- where I was promoting the idea - were more interested in
creating better houses for themselves than in escaping the
tyranny of the mortgage. This skewed my attention in favor of
developing a viable house design strategy which in turn, led to
the writing of the Handbook of House Design & Construction
and to the concept of Living Architecture.

Much was learned on this journey which, when time allowed,
proved useful in the pursuit of my original objective - how to
design and construct a small habitable building with very little
in the way of money.

On this quest it became clear that control of building
development by means of planning laws, combined with the
ruthless exploitation of people’s need for shelter through
mortgage debt, was the system responsible not only for
environmental destruction but also for the psychological crisis
infecting large numbers of people as they strived to define the
meaning of their lives within the context of modern society.

While this understanding lent urgency to the quest to develop
an affordable architecture more closely related to our true
nature as human beings, it also highlighted the threat to the
economic system if people regained control over their own
housing needs.

As I worked on the first EconoSpace design the issues which
needed most attention were not physical at all but concerned
themselves with where one might locate such a building. This
‘land’ issue was dealt with by working within the parameters of
‘Exempted Development’. Under this regulation you are
allowed to construct a 25sqm ‘shed’ in the back garden of an
existing house without the need to apply for planning
permission.
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Poster for Course, circa 1989

Early EconoSpace models
Small, medium and large ...

Early EconoSpace design

Early EconoSpace plan:
1. Lobby
2. Shower
3. Compost toilet
4. Kitchen
5. Storage
6. Table
7. Couchbed
8. Couchbed open
9. Coffee table
10. Desk
11. Decks
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The physical issues involved in the first EconoSpace design
were also myriad - how to develop a versatile construction
system suited to the ‘time poor’. How to teach unskilled
people the rudiments of construction. How to find suitable and
affordable materials locally. How to keep costs down and
standards up.

My first EconoSpace - Sharo’s Studio - sat in the back garden of
a rented house in County Wicklow. Intended as a ‘starter
house’, to be dismantled and re-erected on a piece of land,
this studio, in fact, ended up being sold to fund another bout
of European travel! Mortgage free all my life the desire to
settle was regularly outweighed by my love of freedom and
adventure.

Finally back in Ireland again, this time in County Leitrim, I
began construction of the EconoSpace Prototype. This too sat
in the back garden of a rented house. By now I was anxious to
‘settle’ - naturally enough mortgage-free - so I renewed my
quest for an affordable piece of land while I continued
development of the prototype.

Meanwhile one of the students of my Course In Sustainable
House Design & Construction, Gareth Phelan, constructed the
first ‘proper’ EconoSpace with the help of craftsman Jonathan
Ball in north Leitrim. Jonathan’s development of my ‘peter-
post' leant new practicality to the construction system and
suddenly the EconoSpace idea was well and truly realised.

When I was fortunate to obtain a three-quarter acre site on the
strength of a small inheritance and to obtain planning
permission on this for a home, I dismantled the prototype and
re-erected it on the land as a Site Office.
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Sharo’s Studio

Peter Cowman, Jonathan Ball,
Gareth Phelan & EconoSpace

The EconoSpace Prototype, in the backyard of a
rented house, open to the public during a

NW Green FestivalLayout of three quarter acre site including Site Office EconoSpace

Reincarnation of EconoSpace
Prototype as Site Office.

The building sits on railway sleepers
on a stone base. It is clad with a

double layer of pine boards finished
with linseed oil paints.

Windows and doors were built on site
and fitted with salvaged double

glazed units.

Cost: €7500
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This experience of living my architecture after years of
nomadicism was, literally, life changing. To sit within the simple,
natural and inexpensive building on my own piece of land,
mortgage-free, was a true vindication of the ethos of freedom
I had adhered to all my life. With the addition of a
permaculture vegetable garden, my basic needs for food and
shelter were realised.

The connection I felt to the land, to natural rhythms, to the
food garden, to nature, to the future and to the minutiae of
day-to-day life was profound. This simple act of
‘sheltermaking’ had delivered me to a new and exciting
place. With that came a fuller understanding of the role
architecture plays in defining who we are and in giving
expression to the meaning of our lives. We can see this clearly
when we look at examples of vernacular architecture - identity
and architecture go hand in hand.

Established on-site, the EconoSpace Site Office provided me
the means to begin construction of the ‘main house’ which
was designed as a series of interconnected buildings based on
the EconoSpace and on the Actual House designs.

This first phase of construction - an EconoSpace designated as
‘Art Studio’ to house the paintings of my late partner, the artist
Sharo Ray - was met with a level of resistance that took me by
surprise. Even with money, materials and volunteers on hand
the project refused to come to life. With components
stockpiled and awaiting assembly the feeling that something
was not right dogged progress. It was only when the
wonderful Alanna came into my life that things began to
clarify.

Far from the ‘settled’ life I imagined evolving on this small
portion of boggy meadow, it seemed that I was destined to
travel to Alanna’s native Australia and to export my Living
Architecture ideas there too! So I embarked on a whole new
phase in my life. The resistance I had felt to the construction of
the Art Studio was merely the anticipation of love flowing into
my life! In the most fulfilling and charming manner the living of
my ‘architecture’ was reflecting the the true nature of the life
that was in me to live.

Australia leant its influence to the EconoSpace concept where
I developed a Mini-Econo - a 10sqm version - to meet the
parameters of local Exempted Development regulations.

Then I met James Henderson of Henderson Clayworks who had
seen an article on the EconoSpace concept in Australia’s
Owner Builder magazine. He believed that my framing system
was the ideal partner for his beloved clay-straw, an old
German system of natural building called ‘leichtlehmbau’ that
he had learned in the USA!

When Alanna & I returned to Ireland the dormant building
project was revived and the completed framing components
quickly assembled. The clay-straw proved to be the ideal infill
material as James had predicted. Not only that but it revealed
itself to be a continuation of an old mudwall tradition native to
County Leitrim.
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EconoSpace Site Office under construction with
evolving vegetable garden

Actual House in County Wicklow built by Peter
Cowman. This has a square plan that is capable

of subdivision in many creative ways

Australian 10sqm EconoSpace under construction

James Henderson

http://www.theownerbuilder.com.au/
http://www.livingarchitecturecentre.com/?cat=11
http://www.livingarchitecturecentre.com/?cat=11
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The economic meltdown of 2008, triggered by the sub-prime
mortgage crisis, has now proven beyond doubt that mortgage
debt fuels economic growth and perpetuates the endless
cycle of exploitation and destruction that bedevils the world.
This clarity has added urgency to the need for people to
reconnect with their sheltermaking instincts - to simply get out
there and start building affordable architecture for themselves!
When people do this, they enter a new world where the
hidden dimensions of life can be experienced to the full!

The EconoSpace design and construction process has been
configured to be practical and realistic in respect of the skills,
time and resources most people have available to them. It
offers few excuses as to why we cannot construct the future
according to our oft expressed desire to embrace a
sustainable way of life.

As I write, back in Australia again, the clay-straw EconoSpace
in Ireland sits drying, protected from the worst of the weather.
Work is now about to re-commence on the 10sqm version
which will also utilise clay-straw infill. This work can be followed
at Architecture LIVE at livingarchitecturecentre.com
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Clay-straw EconoSpaceThe article which brough Peter
Cowman and James
Henderson together and
inspired the use of clay-straw for
the EconoSpace

Lunch is served on the EconoSpace deck

EconoSpace inside

http://www.livingarchitecturecentre.com/?cat=14
http://www.theownerbuilder.com.au/
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costing
Cost is the constant companion of sustainable building.
Oftentimes cost is the reason that people settle for inferior
quality and consign themselves to live in unhealthy and
impractical buildings.

Never having had much money, I have had to learn how to
build sustainably on a shoestring. The first reality of this is self-
building! It is here that the true experience of sheltermaking is
experienced. It is here that we connect to our own deep
nature and discover who we really are. Nobody can do this for
us. We must do it for our selves.

Naturally enough, money needs to be spent on materials and
on the hiring of skilled persons to carry out work that we do not
have the skill or equipment to carry out ourselves. This
expenditure does not have to be exorbitant however.

Sharo’s Studio was built for less than €4000. Details of this,
including the time spent on construction, are detailed in the
booklet, Sharo’s Studio.

The EconoSpace Prototype/Site Office was built for €7500.

The clay-straw EconoSpace has so far cost around €5000 -
€3000 for the timber, €1750 for the roof and less than €500 for all
the clay and straw! The aim is to completed within a budget
figure of €10,000.

The Australian 10sqm EconoSpace has so far cost $2500. This
should be completed within a budget of $5000.

These are all affordable figures. Naturally, people could spend
more on fancy products or on expensive labour. However, at
the end of the day, it is not the level of expenditure which
gives a building its charm, it is the intention and love that has
gone into its making of it. These ingredients are priceless and
can only be supplied from the bounty of our individual lives.

LIVING ARCHITECTURE CENTRE.COM

Wood from the local sawmill

Straw from the fields

Clay from the earth
Adding love to the mix



food & shelter
Food and shelter are the mainstays of the human survival
mechanism. Traditionally people provided these for
themselves - growing food and building their own homes.

Nowadays, people work and with the money they obtain from
that they buy their food and shelter on the open market.

When people express a wish to distance themselves from this
modern way of life and to begin living more sustainably they
have to re-engage with the processes of growing food and of
creating shelter.

While people have never giving up growing food for
themselves they have given up building for themselves. As a
result these essential skills have been lost.

Learning how to design and construct a small building is the
best way of recovering lost sheltermaking skills.

EconoSpaceMaking leads you through this process from
conception to the built reality.

However before you embark on the creation of your
EconoSpace it is useful to understand a little bit about buildings
and architecture in general.

architecture
Buildings are made up of two essential parts. The first of these is
the outside or the building fabric comprising walls, floor and
roof.

The second part is the inside space which is enclosed by this
building fabric.

This is the most important part of any building because
generally it is where life is lived.

The fact that buildings are made up of two essential parts - an
outside and an inside - makes buildings very much like
ourselves.

We have physical bodies and an interior world made up of our
imaginations, our dreams, our unconscious and so on.

It is this inside part of our selves which most closely represents
who we really are.

The same is true of buildings. The life to be lived within them is
the most important consideration when we embark on the
design and construction process.
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EconoSpace

▶
EconoSpaceMaking

Introduction.mov

This EconoSpace is clad with local

cedar, is fitted with locally made

windows and insulated with

cellulose fiber ...

EconoSpace under construction
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If you are locating your EconoSpace on an open site you will
need some form of permission or permit that sanctions some
form of development. This might include an EconoSpace as
part of a larger building project or one might construct an
EconoSpace as a Site Office facilitating such construction
work.

Generally the maximum external width of an EconoSpace will
be 4.8m yielding an internal width of 4.2m, with a wall thickness
of 300mm.

So, for example, a 25sqm 4.8m wide EconoSpace will have an
internal floor area of 4.2m X 5.95m. The external footprint of
the building itself will be 4.8m X 6.55m. With the addition of a
1.2m working zone around it, the overall footprint will become
7.2m X 8.95m.

If your building is to be smaller than 25sq you will want to
reduce the overall width and length.

For a 10sqm square building the internal floor area might be
3.16m X 3.16m giving an external footprint of 3.76m X 3.76m.
The overall footprint of that building with the addition of a 1.2m
working zone all around the building, would be 6.16m X 6.16m

Circular EconoSpaces can also be created - the floor area of a
circle is 3.143m X r². So, a circular 20sqm EconoSpace will have
an internal diameter of 5m and an external diameter of 5.6m.
With a 1.2m construction zone surrounding this, the overall
footprint diameter will be 8m.

A certain amount of space will also be required for a work area
and for the storage of materials during construction. An area
of 5m X 4m will be sufficient for this.

If you are planning to have a vegetable garden conjoined to
your EconoSpace the area required for that should also be
taken into account.

It is best to carry out the Location exercises on a map of the
proposed site. This can be an enlarged copy of an ordnance
map or on a map which you create yourself.

EconoSpace construction involves the making of a series of
components which are then assembled to form the building. It
is feasible for components to be made at one location and
transported to a different location for assembly. If this is to be
the case it will be necessary to assess both locations as to their
suitability.

You will need to obtain a 30m flexible tape for measuring
purposes. It is best to get 2 of these as you will need both for
certain types of measurements, for example when setting out
the building and ensuring that it is square. A compass would
also be useful for assessing the direction of north and a shovel
for ascertaining ground conditions.

If you are making a map, sketch the outlines of the area and
measure with the tapes the relevant distances to boundaries
and buildings. Then, draw a map to a scale that will allow it to
fit onto an A4 page.
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The ‘footprint’ of a 25sqm EconoSpace

The ‘footprint’ of a 10sqm EconoSpace

The ‘footprint’ of a 20sqm circular EconoSpace
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NOTE:
This location is in
the northern
hemisphere where
the sun is in the
south at midday




