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HOME 
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WHO WEEDS A BOUNDARY?

QWe have a low boundary
fence in our garden 
between us and our 

neighbours, and they 
have erected a two-metre 
fence on their side of it. 
There is a six-inch strip of 
land between the two 
fences. Who is responsible 
for weeding this strip?
Margaret Powell, via email

AThe first thing to establish
is who owns the strip of 
land between the fences. It

is a good working assumption 
that your low boundary fence 
marks the legal boundary, 
though that is not necessarily 
the case. Land Registry
plans are not designed to be 
accurate enough for these 
purposes, but you might have 
some old deeds from which 
measurements can be made.

There is no general duty
in property law to maintain 
land, so, unless there are 
maintenance covenants in the 
deeds, no one is responsible 
for dealing with weeds that 
grow between the fences.

That said, if plants were to
grow to such an extent that 
they started to cause damage 
to someone’s fence or other 
property, the owner of the 
strip of land might be liable
to pay damages. Japanese 
knotweed, for example, can
be a real problem — and if
it were to originate on the
land between the fences, the 
owner might be required to 
have it removed. The local 
authority has powers to 
compel the owner to clean up 
the land when its 
condition adversely 
affects the area.

Talk to your 
neighbour to see whether 
you can reach an 
agreement about which 
of the two fences marks 
the legal boundary. If 
such a consensus can be 
reached, an application can
be made to the Land Registry 
for a determined boundary. 
It’s worth the hassle, because 
resolving this uncertainty will 
make life easier when you sell 
the property.

Ed Cracknell, senior
associate, Russell-Cooke; 
russell-cooke.co.uk

AN EMPTY NEST

QI’ve found a huge
wasps’ nest in my loft.
I think it is empty.

How do I get rid of it safely, 
and how can I stop the 

occupants returning to it 
next year?
Diane Johnston, Manchester

ALarge wasps’ nests empty
during the autumn, and
should be deserted by 

now. At its height, a nest may 
have had 5,000 workers 
buzzing to and fro, but as 
autumn progresses, all 
workers and males die off; 
only the mated queens 
survive the winter. They 
hibernate under logs, behind 
loose bark, in crevices up 
against fences, sometimes 
indoors in curtain folds in
the spare room. Your huge 
nest, bigger than a beachball, 
will never be used again.

Come
spring,

any queen
emerging from
hibernation 
must start from
scratch. Her
embryo nest,
only as big as a
golf ball, will

house 12-15 small
hexagonal cells made of

the papery pulp she chewed 
from tree bark. Only when the 
first cohort of workers are 
adult, and they help with 
foraging for food and building 
materials, can the nest start
to increase, first with dozens
of workers, then a few 
hundred, and eventually a 
teeming city that audibly hums 
with the frenetic activity of
its denizens. 

Now quiet, the paper carton
of that old nest in the loft is 
fragile, crumbly and easy to 
remove. It is fascinating to 

dissect the protective paper
shell to reveal the
slightly stiffer paper

combs inside. A rough
count of the cells, and a 

guess that each was used 
two or three times over the 
season, will give a good 
estimate of the total number 
of wasps reared in what is a 
truly remarkable natural 
architectural wonder.

Richard Jones is the author of 
House Guests, House Pests 
(Bloomsbury £9.99); 
bugmanjones.com 

CONCRETE PROBLEMS

QThe polished concrete
worktops in our kitchen
have been knocked 

about over the 12 years since 
we installed them. Heavy 
objects have chipped them, 
grandchildren drumming 
with spoons have marked 
them and there are stains. 
Can we restore them to their 
former glory?
David Glasson, Brighton

AYou can restore concrete
worktops yourself, but
we strongly recommend

hiring a professional company. 
1) First, polish the worktops 
using water and 400-grit
pads. Polish evenly by hand to 
avoid bulges.
2) Once you cannot see any 
stains, marks or scratches, dry 
with a kitchen towel.
3) Let the surface dry for about 
12 hours at room temperature. 
Do not use during this time, as 
it may stain.
4) When the surface is dry, 
etch it for better scratch 
resistance. Etching means 
washing the concrete with 
acid, which opens the pores
so that the sealant works 
better. You can find out how
to do this online — but we 
wouldn’t recommend doing 
this yourself, as it’s not safe to 
breathe the chemicals. 
5) Wait 24 hours after etching, 
then seal with a food-safe 
concrete sealant. Some 
companies use Lithofin sealer, 
but I prefer Omega, which you 
can order online from the US. 
6) Wait for the sealant to cure: 
some take as long as seven 
days. Some require a soft 
polish to take off the excess. A 
1,500-grit pad will do the job.
7) When the worktops are 
sealed, use concrete beeswax 
every two weeks to protect 
them, get rid of any stains
and refresh.

8) To fix chips, use a concrete 
worktop specialist. Prices
vary from £100 to a few 
thousand, depending on 
location. To repair stains,
you must polish all of the 
surface. Prices for this start
at £1,000 for a medium-sized 
kitchen (27-32 sq ft). 

Casper Cichocki, director, 
Stonemade; stonemade.co.uk

HEATING GROUND TO A HALT

QWe inherited a
ground-source heating
system when we moved

into our barn conversion 
five years ago. The system 
has been “serviced” 
regularly, but it is definitely 
not working well on heating 
— although we have hot 
water. When we asked if
it could be improved, we 
were advised to call in an 
engineer for £1,000. We
are not confident in the 
company, but are desperate 
to improve the heating 
before winter sets in. My 
husband suffers from severe 
arthritis and cancer, and I 
need to do all I can to keep 
him comfortable and warm.
Jenny Peters

AThere could be several 
reasons why the heat isn’t
working well, from poor

commissioning of the system 
to the way the heat schedules 
are set. If you are not confident 
in the service provider, there 
are three solutions.

As a first resort, I strongly 
recommend speaking to the 
heat-pump manufacturer.
Ask for a technical expert to 
inspect the system. Second, 
seek independent advice
from a renewable-energy 
consultant who has 
experience of ground-source 
heating systems. Third, use the 
government’s Microgeneration 
Certification Scheme (MCS) 
website to look for an 
alternative service company. 

I have checked, and your 
current service provider is

not certified with the MCS,
a quality-assurance scheme. 
You can find locally accredited 
installers at mcscertified.com. 
Just type in the technology and 
your postcode.

Doug Johnson, Mesh 
independent energy 
consultants; mesh-energy.com

NORTHERN LIGHTS

QI’m redecorating my 
house. Which colours
work best in north- and

south-facing rooms? 
Charlotte Warren, York

ANorth-facing rooms have
less natural light in the 
daytime, so you should 

embrace the dark side and go 
with deep, rich hues. Trying
to lighten the room with a 
softer shade can often provide 
an unwanted dingy grey tone 
and won’t always give the 
results you want. 

Darker, rich hues provide
a cosy, cocooning atmosphere 
and can be brightened with 
pops of colour in accessories 
and layered lighting. 
Suggested colours include 
Antiquary, by Zoffany; Red 
Velvet, by Designers Guild; and 
Dock Blue, by Little Greene.

South-facing rooms have 
lots of warm light, so you want 
to use soft tones to maximise 
the feeling of light and space. 
If you’re after a crisp, fresh 
look, a good tip is to paint 
woodwork bright white. This 
can really give your room an 
uplift. I recommend Pavilion 
Blue, by Farrow & Ball;
Leaden Pink, by Designers 
Guild; and Celestial Blue, by 
Little Greene. 

You should also think about
east- and west-facing rooms. 
The latter will have more light 
in the late afternoon, looking 
cooler in the morning and 
warmer later in the day.
East-facing rooms are the 
opposite. Play off this by 
varying neutral shades and 
adding strong accent colours 
through feature walls and/or 
accessories. You can get 
really creative with rooms 
like this, creating a balance 
of light and dark, rich and 
soft. Suggested neutral 
shades include Slipper Satin, 
by Farrow & Ball; Slaked Lime, 
by Little Greene; and Quarter 
Quartz Grey, by Zoffany. For 
accent colours, look ar Air 
Force Blue, by Little Greene; 
Vermeer Yellow, by Zoffany; 
and Madame Butterfly, by 
Designers Guild.

Gemma Roberts, senior 
interior designer, Vesta London;
vesta-london.co.uk

Wasps 
hibernate 
under logs, 
behind 
loose bark, 
in crevices 
up against 
fences, 
sometimes 
indoors in 
curtain 
folds in the 
spare room

DO YOU NEED HELP FROM ONE 
OF OUR EXPERTS? 

l LEGAL
lGARDENING
lPLANNING
lPESTS
lSUSTAINABILITY

Email your questions to 
homehelp@sunday-times. 
co.uk. Advice is given
without responsibility
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