
One Wellington man benefits from design 
that heeds the Lifemark building standard.  

making it easy

After 27 years of being in a wheelchair, Phillip Blundell knew 
what he wanted in an ideal home. Admittedly during this 
time he had retrofitted several to make acceptable dwellings 

but to achieve this required constant compromise with unsightly 
ramps and whole areas being out of bounds simply because making 
them wheelchair accessible was unfeasible.

It wasn’t until some years ago that he decided to build new for the next 
stage of his and his wife Helen’s life. “We’d been thinking for years 
of what would make the perfect house for someone in my position, 
and reading through the BRANZ publication Homes Without Barriers 
got me thinking really hard about what I needed. Also building new 
meant I would be able to indulge my love of a wide horizon. Growing 
up in Napier that had always been there, but living in the Hutt area 
didn’t allow the same open space opportunities.” 

However a bit of searching turned up a new subdivision in 
Silverstream, where Phillip and Helen were able to buy a site with all-
day sun and wide views out to the snow-tipped Rimutaka Ranges in 
one direction and across bush-covered valleys in the other. Working 
with Bosnian-born architect Davor Mikulcic from Studio MWA in 
Wellington, who in Phillip’s words “threw his heart and soul into 
the project” the long design process was begun.

Phillip decided that to be truly suitable, his new home had to adhere 
to the five key principles of Lifetime Design (see box at right), as 
designated by the worldwide Lifemark movement. A key one of these 
is that the house should be on one level and be easily accessed from 
the chief mode of exterior transport, in Phillip’s case, his car.

By offering the trademarked Lifemark seal of approval, Lifetime 
Design (which is supported by Resene) aims to raise public awareness 
of the desirability of homes that have the capacity to work for their 
inhabitants either over a lifetime of changing needs, or for varying 

Above  Despite being on a Wellington hillside, 
the house is all on one level, allowing easy 
access from room to room, and from the garage. 
The sweeping angled roof not only looks 
striking but controls the sun in all seasons.

Below  Phillip and Helen Blundell with architect 
Davor Mikulcic.
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groups of users regardless of age or physical ability. It’s not just for 
those in wheelchairs. This seal of approval is given only to properties 
that meet the worldwide Lifemark movement’s exacting standards 
of accessibility and adaptability, and is awarded only after a rigorous 
independent peer review process.  

What eventuated was a multi award-winning piece of architecture 
with around 270sq m of floor area and more than 300sq m of decking 
and raised wheel chair-accessible gardens plus internal triple car 
garaging. It took four years of meticulous planning and construction, 
but was worth it.

Says Phillip: “In every possible way this is a home that works 
wonderfully for me and, of course, for Helen, but it could just as well 
be a family home where the children were all very young, or for that 
matter where there are teenagers around. My son has even announced 
that this is the house he wants to inherit one day.” It has the fairly 
standard specification with three/four bedrooms, two bathrooms, 
formal and informal living spaces and a streamlined kitchen. It’s just 
that extra attention has been paid to wheelchair accessibility.

But practicalities aside, stand-out features for Phillip abound. Chief 
amongst these are the cleverly angled roof lines which allow the 
polished concrete floors to act as passive heat sinks in winter while 
shading the interiors in summer, the extra-wide cavity slider doorways 
and the elegant detailing that gives no indication that this is a home 
designed for a client with special needs. “We have all day sun and 
wonderful open views, and the design is such that I will be able to live 
here as long as any able bodied person could hope for. Getting the 
Lifemark seal of approval from Lifetime Design just confirmed what I 
already knew from living in it.” 

words  Cate Foster
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Left  The clean-lined interior includes concrete floors 
and timber detailing. A level-entry from the deck to 
the inside makes wheelchair access easy.

Five key principals of Lifetime Design  
(adapted from www.lifemark.co.nz)
Usability: Design should allow for safe, uncomplicated use 
by users of differing ages and abilities.

Adaptability: Design should be able to be cost effectively 
and simply adapted to meet changing or differing needs.

Accessibility: All users can easily access their home from 
the outside and move freely within all parts of it.

Inclusion: A well-designed home should be inclusive for 
all its users, regardless of age, size or mobility, and should 
ensure that no group is segregated from the rest.

Lifetime value: Good design for either housing or products 
should be financially accessible and should add value to 
the residence over time, both in terms of user friendliness 
and the cost savings engendered, and thus ultimately to 
the resale value.


