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Welcome to Autumn ! !  

 

  Ah well, what can we do ? Enjoy the colours of the leaves whilst wearing a jumper 

and snuggling under the duvet ? Tant pis ! We’re sure many of you out there love 

the autumn. In fact if someone wants to write an article about the joys of autumn, 

we may well publish it. (Although we don’t all have to agree with it!)  "  

We start then with some informative, seasonal advice. 

 

 

 

 

 
by Dave Robins, RFS Cert. Arb. 

 
I have used solid fuel for several years, and 

have burnt a great variety of fuels. In 
Ireland peat (which is coal harvested 2 

million years too early) was a staple, and it 

is no worse than poor firewood.  As many of 

my clients have real fires, often for the first 

time, they are keen to obtain cheap 

firewood, and hope that the trees I cut down 
for them will provide it. 

There are many myths and legends about which woods are best for fires. For example, oak 

is widely considered to be excellent firewood.  It is good, but there are several trees much 

better than oak.  The list of timbers below shows the priority of woods as fuels.  This was 

shamelessly lifted from Caring for Sm all Woods, and refers to open fires.  I don’t entirely 

agree with it, but it’s close enough.  Note that conifers are at the bottom.   I have added 

robinia, which is fairly common in France but rare in the UK. 
The reason sweet chestnut is often burnt in France is that it coppices well and grows 

quickly, and can be used for a range of things other than firewood. What very few people 

seem to consider is how efficient their fire is.   

A fireplace (with a chimney) uses fuel more efficiently than for example a bonfire, because 

more of the heat is retained by the stone in the fireplace or reflected into the house.  

However, a lot of heat still goes up the chimney. 
A back-boiler will trap more of this heat.  Enclosing the fire further by use of a stove will 

also increase the efficiency of burning, in part because you can control the airflow and 

hence the speed of burning.  This means that you will get more warmth from both good 

and bad firewood.  The use of air injection, automated fuel delivery and ceramic bricks will 

increase the efficiency of burning. 



You can tell how well a fire has been burning by the amount of ash generated.  A good 

wood fire will produce a tiny amount of ash (which is rich in nutrients, so put it on the 
garden.) 

Woods.  Any wood will burn, from quipo, a tropical timber with a density around 85kg per 

cubic metre, to ironwoods with a density of over 1000kg per cubic metre.  As a rule, the 

denser and drier the wood, the better it will burn.  Some timbers, such as pine and sweet 

chestnut, tend to spit, so are not good for open fires. Some smell very nice, notably apple.  

Others, such as lime, seem only to smoulder. 
 

Storage.  For speed of drying, wood should be cut to size and stored under shelter, so it 

doesn’t get rained on, and somewhere airy.  Ideally the wood should be raised from the 

ground.  Note that wood felled in the summer will be wetter than that felled in the winter, 

so will take longer to dry.  One Breton trick I have seen a couple of times is to ring-bark 

the tree in the winter.  The tree will come into leaf as usual, but because sugars can’t get 

to the roots they will die.  The leaves will continue to transpire water, which should dry the 
wood.   

 

Ash, hawthorn and holly can be burnt green, i.e . as soon as felled.  Most others need to 

‘season’ for at least one full Breton summer.  Cherry, apple and pear all take slightly longer 

to dry, as does sweet chestnut.  Leaving the wood longer is good for most timbers, which 

will dry further. 
 

Most conifers are lousy firewood.  Cypresses and false cypresses (common hedge plants) 

tend to have a density of less than 400kg per cubic metre.  If burnt wet they smoke, and 

deposit tarry material in the chimney.  When allowed to dry for some time they burn hot 

and rapidly, like paper.  Mixed in with other woods they are better, but should (in my 

opinion) only be used as firewood if there is no other way of getting rid of them.  The one 

notable exception to this is yew, which though classed as a ‘soft-wood’ is denser than oak 
and burns well. 

 

Willow and poplar are grown on short rotation 

coppice simply because they grow extremely 

quickly.  Any deficiency they may have as a 

fuel is more than compensated by the sheer 
mass of wood they generate. Sitka spruce, the 

mainstay of UK forestry, can produce around 

20 cubic metres of timber every hectare every 

year.  Poplars can produce 26, and can be 

coppiced.   

 
Dave Robins, Arborist, Brittany. 

david.robins@wanadoo.fr 

http://www.lesbocages.com/ 

 

List of trees in order of priority as firewood. 
 

   B est>  False acacia Horse Chestnut 
Ash Hazel Sweet Chestnut 
Field Maple Oak Li me 
Beech Sycamore Wi llow 
Birch Apple Poplar 
Elm Alder  Elder  
Hawthorn Wi ld Cher ry Conifers 
Hornbeam Holly < W orst  

 



 

 

 

 
 

by Brian Li ndley 

 
There are some subtle differences between new build and renovated property. However, it 
is important in both cases to establish, through your Notaire that all completed 

construction works have been carried out by registered builders and artisans, who must 

have a SIRET number. Work carried out by non-registered builders or artisans carries no 

guarantees. 

A guarantee of any kind is, of course, worthless unless it has insurance to back it up. 

It is mandatory for registered builders and artisans to carry insurance the details of which 

can be requested and checked by your Notaire before you commit yourself legally to 
purchase. 

 

The required insurances fall into four distinct categories: - 

 

1) Responsibility of perfect achievement- this runs for the first twelve months after 

completion of the project and covers defects which in England are termed “snagging 
items”. 

 

2) Biennial responsibility- this runs for two years and covers defects to items, appliances 

and fittings that can be removed without damaging the property. 

 

3) Decennial responsibility-this runs for ten years and covers more serious defects such 

as movement and whether the building is “fit for intended purpose”, and is akin to the 
NHBC 10 year certificate issued in England. 

 

4) Third party responsibility- this runs for ten years following notification of any claim 

for damage or injury to third parties. 

 

It is also important to establish that the property owner has taken out insurance cover 
against decennial responsibility; this is called “dommage-ouvrage”(DO). This also runs 

for ten years and insures the owner and any future owner against serious defects. This 

insurance is supposed to be compulsory however there does not appear to be any sanction 

against owners who have not taken this insurance cover out.  (DO) is required in case the 

builder disputes decennial liability. The insurers will pay for the repairs whilst disputes and 

liabilities are argued. 
Therefore with new buildings, so long as the work has been carried out via registered 

tradespersons, the guarantees and insurances should be satisfactory. 

The situation regarding renovated properties is different in that the guarantees only cover 

the renovation works carried out by the registered tradespersons. The existing structure of 

the property is not guaranteed.  

Example: - A structure could have an existing bulge in the external wall, which left 

unattended could eventually collapse. A builder could argue that this was evident at the 
point of sale and collapse would not have occurred if routine maintenance in the form of 

repointing and resetting of the stonework had been carried out.   

Hence it would therefore be advisable to have a survey of the renovated property carried 

out before purchase, to highlight any existing defects.  

 

Brian Lindley MRICS, MCIOB 
Chartered Surveyor operating in Central and South West France offering a full 

range of property surveying and assessment services.  

www.brianlindley.co.uk  



A  new lease o f  l if e -  c'est  magnif ique ! 
by Tony Mole 

 
In 2003 I decided enough was enough and left a cold wet 

Lancashire to begin a new life in the sunny South of France 

and so began an exciting journey and a wonderful new way 

of life.  

  

I'd recently been divorced, the stress of running a demanding 

design consultancy for 20 years with relentless daily 
deadlines to meet was beginning to take its toll on my health 

so I sold everything - the business, a couple of properties, 

jumped into my old ex-Army Landrover, as free as a bird, 

happy as Larry and drove the 1000 miles south to the holiday home I'd bought a couple of 

years earlier in Paziols, a delightful wine producing village between Perpignan and 

Narbonne in the spectacular, sun-drenched Corbieres in the Dept of Aude. All alone but 
extremely happy at the prospect of a new life in the 

sunshine. 

  

The first year was bliss, I called it my Gap Year, I'd 

bought another property and spent the first year 

renovating it with the vague plan of setting up a gite 
business. I was working outside, I'd made new friends, 

the weather was wonderful, I lost weight, felt fitter and 

healthier than I had for years. 
 

The first property rented very well, my design and marketing background helped to 

maximise bookings, so I bought another one, then a third. I was lucky to find a reliable 

French lady in the village to clean and do the changeovers which allowed me to concentrate 

on other things, I still needed a full time job of sorts not being one to sit around and being 

alone meant I needed to keep busy. Arriving with only O Level French I realised early on 
that if I was to succeed in business in France speaking the language was essential so I took 

myself off to Perpignan University for 6 weeks, they run a superb Summer Language 

School, and found myself at 54 years old back in the classroom surrounded by 20 year old, 

mainly Chinese and Scandinavian students. It was exhausting, 4hrs in the classroom every 

day plus homework each night but it paid off and pretty soon I'd been interviewed by a 

French estate agent and offered a contract as an agent commercial to sell property.  

  
I contacted an old friend in England who ran an internet marketing consultancy and within 

weeks we'd teamed up, thought of a name and produced a website 

www.yourplaceinfrance.co.uk and we were off! Business was great, we were selling houses, 

I loved the work, visiting and photographing all those fabulous old French properties, 

meeting lots of interesting people from all over the world, working from home, life was 

good. By this time I'd bought an old Bergerie ( farmhouse ) and began to renovate it. The 
location was fabulous out on its own surrounded by vineyards but within sight of the pretty 

village of Durban. This was renovation on a grand scale as the property had no electricity 

or water. Looking back I must have been mad but I loved the challenge and it all came 

good in the end. I installed solar panels, bought nearby land with a spring and managed to 

find a couple of decent local builders. I did all the finishing and interior design work and 

loved every minute. It's now on the market as I've decided I need a new challenge and 
can't wait to start looking for another old property to do it all over again. My bergerie and 



the gite business are both now on the market, you see them on my website 

http://www.yourplaceinfrance.co.uk/asp/detail.asp?l=1&p=639&o=1&locid=25 

http://www.yourplaceinfrance.co.uk/asp/detail.asp?l=1&p=643&o=157   

Meanwhile, the recession and weak pound hasn't helped property sales but fortunately we 

have a worldwide market and a property in the South of France is still a very desirable 

commodity to many people all over the world. We've recently decided to franchise the 

property business which will give people who want or need to earn a living in France the 

chance to set up their own property business and work in exactly the same way I do and 
with lots of training and support. Contact tonymole@wanadoo.fr for details or a chat. 

  

Needless to say moving to France was the best thing I ever did ! Voila ! 

 

 

 

 
 
 

By Keith Lacey 

 

For around 18 months we have been in dispute here in Mayenne with the French 

authorities over our new sewage tank that doesn't require a huge filter bed even though it 

has its CE certificate and has passed with flying colours the EN 12566-3 number by having 

its 38 week tests carried out.  
Its discharge is so clean you can empty it into the Norfolk broads, and they do. It just 

requires one pipe in and one pipe out to a road drain for example with a small electric feed 

for its blower. It just needs de-sludging about once a year. It is ideal, like for us here, if 

you have no ground space.  

I have our own new tank here in the back garden waiting to go in for about 18 months. 

The French DDAS and Spanc etc refused to accept any such systems conformity in France. 
Yes I know other dealers say they have installed their own versions all over France, but in 

actual fact, if they have done, they did so without any permission and put their client at 

risk of prosecution. 

In May this year, I decided to complain to both the Euro commission and Euro Parliament 

who directed me to Solvit.  

To cut a long story short, after 6 months, with the assistance of Solvit UK (part of the DTI) 
and especially Solvit France, because of my complaint, we have managed to force 

a complete "U" turn by the French authorities. They have now had to accept these systems. 

This is really good news for ex pats and prospective buyers of houses in France.  

Now you do not have to have a huge fosse septique installation forced on you. You can if 

you wish, have a single small tank which is a lot lot less in price. The new order affects the 

whole of France now.. (This single tank shown is for up to 6 persons.) 
However you can also get them for 10 & 12 person. 

The manufacturers even supply a non-return valve if 

you are discharging into a river or lake, that's how 
clean the system is. 

I take this opportunity to thank Solvit UK and France  

( http://ec.europa.eu/solvit/ ), without whose help and 

very hard work, this important change would not have 

been possible and we would still be fighting the 

local bureaucrats. 

See the new Sewage treatment plant that does not require a 

huge filter bed here.     

http://www.mayenne-satellite.com/unisys   

Satellite installation  

http://www.mayenne-satellite.com/  

To order a sewage treatment plant contact Keith on :  mayennesatellite@aol.com  



 

 

 

 
by Help in France 

 

 

As a European / UK expatriate you are not allowed to vote in the general election in 

France. However, you are allowed to vote in both the Municipal election and the 

European election. The Municipal elections are for voting for your local community 

council and mayor (maire). 

 

In order to be eligible to vote, you have to pay a visit to your local mairie to 

register. You should register by December 31st in order to be eligible to vote the 

following year. You will need in fact to register twice as there are separate lists for 
the municipal and European elections. Your name will be added to the 

‘supplementary list’, which is specifically designed for EU expatriate residents. 

If you choose to register, you must have with you a means of identification 

(passport) and a tax document or utility bill to prove your place of residence. 

 

Also, should you feel brave enough, you can stand for election yourself in the 

municipal elections. Application forms are available at your mairie.  

We have been in touch ourselves with a British lady who has been elected as a 

member of the Conseil Municipal in the Dordogne. 
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