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FENLAND DISTRICT COUNCIL  
 
GUIDE TO FOUNDATIONS IN FENLAND 
 
 
Following problems and disagreements in relation to foundation design during the late 
1980’s, Fenland District Council (Building Control Department) in conjunction with their 
Structural Consultants, Fordham:Johns Partnership, have introduced this foundation 
document for the Fenland District. 
 
This document covers the commonly encountered problem of peat layers below foundations 
as well as sites with no particular problems at all.  The guide is only intended to cover single 
and two-storey housing although there may be some instances when the guide could 
equally apply to other buildings. 
 
The document is for general guidance purposes only and outlines the minimum details 
which may be considered necessary.  In some instances further details may be required 
although each individual application will be considered on its own merits. 
 
NHBC support the general principles contained within this guide but they may require 
further refinements in accordance with their own documents. 
 
Site investigation (Diagrams 1(a) and 1(b)) 
 
A minimum of two offset trial holes/pits approximately 3 metres deep should be excavated 
on all sites to determine the ground conditions present, where specialist geotechnical site 
investigation has not been undertaken.  The Engineer/Consultant should provide a sketch 
plan indicating the position of the trial holes relative to the proposed building, and a record 
of the borehole log.  It would be useful if the Building Control Officer is offered the 
opportunity to inspect the excavations as they are made. 
 
Where sloping sites occur, levels at the position of boreholes and trial holes should be 
indicated, similarly on sites with variable ground conditions. 
 
In the appropriate ground conditions, which must be consistent in both trial holes, the 
following foundation types may be “deemed to satisfy”. 
 
Minimum depth for foundations 
 
The long established minimum depth for foundations in the Fenland District Council area is 
to remain.  These depths are shown in Diagrams 2(a) and 2(b).  These depths would 
generally be adopted where there are no subsoil or other problems in relation to 
foundations. 
 
1 Strip foundations taken below peat layer (See Diagram 3) 
 

Where appropriate strip foundations can be taken down to a suitable load bearing 
strata, below a peat or other inferior layer.  A visual site inspection of the soil or 
vane/similar tests will be required to ensure the adequacy of the soil to be founded 
upon. 

 
It will generally be necessary for the ground floor slab to be ‘suspended’ and a 
design/suitable details for checking will be required.  It may also be necessary to 
submit calculations of ground bearing pressure for foundations. 



 
2 Strip foundations above peat layer (See Diagram 4) 
 

Designed reinforced strip footings may be adopted, provided there is at least 1.5 
metres of firm strata immediately beneath the bottom of the foundation excavation, 
and that the thickness of any lower peat does not exceed 150mm.  This type of 
foundation would normally be intended for single storey construction only, although 
reference should be made to (c) below.  It would also be prudent to strengthen the 
superstructure with reinforced brickwork around the window openings. 

 
An indication of the strength of overlying silts and clays should be made either by 
laboratory testing, shear vane or similar. 

 
3 Raft foundation above peat layer (See Diagram 5) 
 

If the thickness of any peat layer is between approximately 150 and 450mm and is 
below the minimum 1.5 metres of firm strata, described in 2 above, a rigid raft 
foundation may be adopted for both single and two storey units.  A rigid raft may also 
be suitable in instances where a thinner layer of peat is close to the surface, but where 
peat occurs within one metre from the underside of the foundation, it would normally 
be expected to be removed. 
 

Most applications conforming to Item 1, 2 and 3, site investigation details and minimum 
foundation depth details will normally be approved without question, provided that adequate 
information is supplied to support the design.  Where sloping sites or variable ground 
conditions occur, cross-sections through the site will be required to indicate the proposed 
level of the foundations relative to the various strata. 
 
In the absence of geotechnical advice, applications will be individually assessed on their 
own merits and items for considerations will include: 
 

a  Consistent ground conditions and depth of various strata around the building shown 
by excavation of additional trial holes to suitable depths. 

 
b Uniform loading from the building to provide even ground bearing pressures around 

the property.  The intention is obviously to ensure settlements are kept within 
reasonable limits to avoid any tilting of the structure or cracking within the masonry, 
and to prevent damage to services, eg. fracturing of drains. 

 
c Where better ground conditions exist, ie the peat commences at greater depth below 

foundation excavation, consideration may be given to two-storey dwellings on 
designed reinforced strip foundations. 

 
d In certain circumstances, the experience of various Consultants within the area over a 

period of time will be considered, where they can prove that other buildings in the 
immediate vicinity on the same type of foundations proposed have stood the test of 
time, and that sound engineering judgment has been applied. 

 
The Consultant should provide adequate information, which may include the age of 
the properties (at the very least 5 years) on similar foundations and ground conditions.  
The means of monitoring which has been employed, records of levels across 
foundations, rafts or damp proof courses, details of inspections for crack defects, etc.  
The Local Authority should also be consulted for their experience and knowledge of 
the performance of structures in the area. 

 
 



 
Any approval given under these circumstances will be qualified, stating the basis upon 
which it has been made and the Consultant’s design philosophy.  If appropriate, care 
should be exercised to ensure services are sufficiently flexible to accommodate 
movements of the structure. 

 
If none of the foregoing are met, then the applicant would normally be expected to provide  
sufficient details by specialist geotechnical site investigation and report to support his/her 
design.  Where specialist foundations are proposed, such as piled foundations or ground 
improvement techniques, a full geotechnical site investigation to appropriate depth and 
detailed report will be required.  It will be necessary to provide detailed calculations for any 
ground beams, floor slabs, piles and ground improvement, etc, as appropriate.  Design of 
the piling should be carried out in accordance with our guidance note – Driven and In-situ 
Piles in Fenland.  Testing of the piles and/or ground improvement works will be required in 
accordance with BS8004: 1986 or to any other appropriate standard such as the Policy 
Note No 1 produced by the District Surveyors Association: Guidance on Pile Design.  The 
installation and appropriateness of the foundations will be verified by consideration of a 
variety of factors, which may include the site investigation report, installation records and 
integrity and load testing results as appropriate. 
 
Further notes 
 
Sulphate precautions will be necessary for buried concrete and masonry in some areas, 
notably Chatteris.  It is always advisable for a chemical analysis of ground water, if a full 
geotechnical survey is being carried out.  
 
The presence of existing trees, or the removal of trees, on or adjacent to the site may 
necessitate additional precautions/design to the details shown in the guide. 
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