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Module 5: Plans, dimensions and tolerances 
 

Module Objectives: 
 
By the end of this session, participants will understand: 
 

1. Why building plans are necessary and what plans consist of 
2. How to read a plan 
3. The concept of “minimum dimensions” for South African houses 
4. Why “tolerances” are allowed in the construction process 

 

Module at a glance: 
 
Topic You will learn 
Building plans - What plans consist of 

- How to use a plan 
 

Dimensions - Minimum allowed dimensions of 
South African houses 
 

Tolerances in the construction process 
 

- That “no house is perfect” and that 
inaccuracies and “deviations” within 
certain limits are allowable in the 
construction process 
 

 

How to read a plan 
 
Architects or draftsmen prepare drawings (plans) for all new building work.   These drawings 
are: 
 

• Drawn-up in consultation with the client as regards design and finishes. 
• Submitted to the municipality for approval.   A copy of the approved plans is stored by the 

municipality as a record of the officially approved structure, on each erf within the 
municipality. 
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• Used by the builder, architect and project manager as the blueprint or working drawings 
during the actual construction process. 

• Used by the various professionals referred to in the Chapter Two to assist them in their 
work. 

 
Plans vary to some extent but generally constitute the following: 
 

• Plans (bird’s eye view) of each level (ground floor, first floor, etc.).   A site plan indicating the 
positioning of the structures on the erf will normally also be included on this sheet.   The 
plan drawing provides a wealth of information regarding dimensions, orientation, location of 
drains and servitudes, the type of walls etc.  Also included on this sheet are brief written 
specifications for the structure and finishes. 
 

• Elevations.   These drawing are usually two-dimensional and show what the completed 
building should look like from each side.  Elevations also include some information regarding 
the roof design and as regards the positioning and shape of doors and windows and various 
finishes. 
 

• Sections.  This drawing, which shows “cut-through” sections of the structure, is used by the 
architect or draftsman to provide additional information which would not be obvious from 
the plans or the elevations.  As a point of reference, these sections are noted on the plans as  
cut-through planes: A-A; B-B; C-C and so on.  The sections drawings show useful information 
on items such as stairways, roof design, internal roof structural detail, gable walls etc. 
 

       
 

  

Plans are generally drawn on the scale of 1:100 
which makes it easy to read off dimensions using an 
ordinary ruler – 1 cm on the plan equals 1 m on the 
building.  This makes it simple to compare actual 
buildings found on the site with the approved 
buildings as per the plans. 
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Dimensions 
 
The National Building Regulations (Part c) prescribe minimum dimensions for habitable 
structures (dwellings). 
 
Floor area 
 
The overall floor area of any permanent habitable dwelling shall not be less than 30m2.  Any 
habitable room, other than a kitchen, scullery or laundry shall not be less than 6m2 with a 
minimum linear measurement of 2 m. 
 
Ceiling height 
 
Bedrooms must have a minimum height of 2.4 m over at least 6m2 with a clear height of at 
least 1.8 m of any area more than 0.75 m from the edge of the floor space. 
 
Other habitable rooms must have a minimum height of at least 2.4 m over at least 70% of 
the floor area and not less than 2.1 m over the balance of the floor area. 
 
Passages, entrances, bathrooms, toilets and mezzanine floors shall have a minimum height 
of 2.1 m. 
 
Where there is no ceiling, the above minimums are measured to the roof covering, 
providing that no structural roof timber is less than 2.1 m from the floor. 
 

Tolerances in the construction process 
 
The home inspector is referred to NHBRC Part 3.1.2 and SABS 0155 (Code of Practice for 
Accuracy in Buildings) for more detailed information regarding permissible tolerances.   
 

 
 
 

Sometimes, particularly when relationships between home 
owners and builders have become strained, clients start insisting 
on “perfection” from the builder.   In this regard it is important for 
the home inspector to be able to inform the client that certain 
tolerances in various aspects of the construction process are 
permissible. 
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Inaccuracies occur as a result of:  
 

• Human error or bad workmanship 
• Faulty or inappropriate measuring and construction equipment 
• Deviations in the manufacturing process 
• Unavoidable deviations in the product – for instance timber which is a natural product is 

prone to swelling and shrinking, warping and bowing. 

A “deviation” is defined as the difference between the actual size or position, and the 
specified size or position.   
 
A “tolerance” is defined as the limits within which a deviation must lie.  Tolerances are 
specified by way of “permissible deviations” from the designated line or level, or designated 
dimensions, or vertical, or square, as is applicable. 
 
 
The NHBRC Part 3.1.2 prescribes permissible deviations (measured in mm) for: 
 

• Concrete work – below ground (foundations) 
• Concrete work – above ground 
• Masonry 
• Reinforcement in masonry 
• Drainage  
• Trusses 
• Finished floors 
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Inspection guidelines from this module 
 

 
 
Using the plans in the inspection process 
 
With the advent of the Consumer Protection Act it is expected that professional property 
inspectors will be increasing employed by sellers, buyers and estate agents  to check that 
the existing buildings on the site are all legal – i.e. that there are approved plans lodged with 
the municipality to cover all of the structures actually built on the site.  
 
This check can obviously only be done if the home inspector has been furnished with a copy 
of the approved building plans prior to the site inspection.   
 

  
 
However, if the approved plans are available to the inspector, the inspector should be able 
to make a visual comparison of the existing structures on the property with those structures 
which appear on the approved plans.   
 
In the inspection report, the inspector should record both the Drawing Number and Date of 
the approved plans.    
 
  

Practical application of your technical knowledge 
 Many of these SAHITA modules conclude with a section entitled:  
“Inspection Guidelines”. The idea is to help you focus on a practical 
application of the theoretical knowledge you have just been exposed to in 
the module.  Being a good home inspector is the art of evaluating an 
inspected house using a solid background of knowledge and experience. 

Home inspectors are not qualified professional land 
surveyors and should therefore not agree to “measure 
up” the inspected property and certify that all of the 
structures are legal. 
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Because he/she is not qualified to verify measurements of a property (that is the job of a 
professional land surveyor) the inspector should confine himself/herself in the report to one 
of the following comments: 
 

 Existing structures not checked against approved municipal plans. OR 
 

 Existing structures checked against approved municipal plans.  All structures appear to be 
legal.  Note that this is a visual comparison only.  No measurements were taken for the 
purpose of comparison. OR 
 

 Existing structures checked against approved municipal plans.  Not all structures appear to 
be legal.  The following additions or alterations to the structure do not appear on the 
approved plans. 

Minimum dimensions 
 
The home inspector should be equipped with a measuring device (digital laser or tape 
measure) which can be used to check any dimensions of the floor area or ceiling height 
which may contravene the minimum dimensions allowed by the National Building 
Regulations (see relevant section in this Module). 
 
Permissible deviations 
The home inspector should be able to visually identify any structures which are “cock-eyed” 
– this would include crooked walls or door/window frames obviously out of plumb or out of 
square and sloping floors.  The experienced and observant eye of the home inspector should 
be able to pick up serious deviations, and these can then be verified using a spirit level or 
some other suitable device.  
 
In the face of a “nit picking client” who insists on “perfection” the home inspector should 
measure the deviations and  compare the results, with the permissible deviations, for 
concrete work, walls, floors and roof trusses as outlined in the tables in NHBRC 3.1.2. 
 

 

Before you take the online test, please…… 
Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with the material in this 
module before completing the online test.  The more familiar you make 
yourself with the information presented in this Module the better you 
will be as a professional home inspector. Review thoroughly all areas 
of this module before and during the open book online test.  
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