
See Beyond the Walls

 The Due Diligence Guide for Buying Property 
in France

How to avoid costly surprises and confidently plan your dream home
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Beyond the 
Brochure

Buying a property in France is a dream 
for many. Rolling vineyards, forgotten 
farmhouses, stone barns with centuries of 
history — it’s not just real estate, it’s a vision of 
a life.

But that vision can become clouded quickly 
when the property you’ve fallen for hides 
structural flaws, renovation traps, planning 
restrictions, or budget risks you weren’t 

prepared for.

Most estate agents won’t tell you these things; 
and many might not know them either.

That’s where due diligence comes in. It’s the 
difference between a purchase that becomes 
a costly burden, and one that becomes the 
perfect foundation for your future.

At Meridian Grey, we help clients “see beyond the walls” - to look beneath the surface of a property 
and understand what’s truly possible, what’s likely to be approved, and what it will actually cost to 
realise your vision.

This guide brings you inside that process. Whether you’re early in your search or already viewing 
properties, you’ll learn the risks to look for, the questions to ask, and the framework we use to bring 
clarity and confidence to every decision.

Because your future home in France deserves more than hope. It deserves insight.
 



The 5 Silent Risks of French 
Property Purchases
1. Structural Weaknesses Hidden in Plain Sight

What looks “solid” to the untrained eye might be hiding rot, subsidence, outdated construction 
methods, or unsafe roofing. In rural France especially, many properties haven’t been meaningfully 
inspected for decades — and local estate agents may not recognise warning signs.

2. Floor Plans That Don’t Fit Real Life

Many French homes are charming but impractical. You might find beautiful stone walls — but 
a chopped-up interior layout, no internal staircase, awkward ceiling heights, or a kitchen miles 
from the main living space. Without early visioning, your renovation may become a redesign of 
compromises.

3. Planning Restrictions You Didn’t Know Existed

Planning in France is local — and not always intuitive. Each commune’s planning department 
applies national and regional policy in ways that vary depending on location, land use zones, and 
heritage protections.

Many buyers are surprised to learn that even small external changes — like roof windows, terraces, 
or façade alterations — can be refused or require lengthy negotiation. If your property is near a 
heritage site or under the oversight of an Architecte des Bâtiments de France (ABF), additional rules 
often apply.

While internal modifications are generally permitted without full applications, your plans may still 
be affected by structural limitations, access requirements, or eventual resale implications. Knowing 
the local stance before you buy is critical — because not everything is likely to be approved, even if 
it “seems reasonable.”



4. Renovation Budgets That Double

Most expat buyers underestimate both the scope and the cost of renovations. Builder quotes in 
France vary widely, and hidden costs like septic upgrades, rewiring, and insulation can quickly 
inflate your budget. Without structured cost forecasting, your dream home can become a runaway 
project.

5. Overreliance on the Agent’s Word

Some agents are excellent. Others are optimistic, overstretched, or simply unaware. Their job is to 
sell the property — not to safeguard your vision. Relying on an agent’s reassurances alone is one of 
the most common (and costly) mistakes we see.

At Meridian Grey, we don’t guess. We investigate. These five risk areas are where due diligence 
begins — and where peace of mind is either won or lost.



The Meridian Grey 
Method

1. Site & Structural Surveying

We examine the building fabric in depth : 
including roof, walls, joinery, damp, drainage, 
insulation, services, and more. 

But we don’t stop at defects: we also consider 
potential. 

2. Visioning & Spatial Analysis

Based on your lifestyle, family structure, 
or creative ambition, we explore how the 
space could be reconfigured, opened up, or 
adapted. We help you imagine the property 
not as it is; but as it could be.

3. Planning & Permissions Insight

We assess the likelihood of approvals for your 
intended works, based on zoning, regional 
planning policies, environmental constraints, 
and ABF oversight.

4. Cost Forecasting

We create a structured renovation budget 
forecast, tailored to your project’s scale and 

ambition.
5. Risk Mapping & Summary

You receive a clear, decision-ready report that 
highlights: - The most important risks and 
unknowns - Key dependencies - Your best 
next steps

This is due diligence as it should be: thorough, design-literate, and buyer-first. 
It doesn’t just protect your investment  - it powers your vision. 



Case Snapshot: The Field That Wasn’t

A couple had found it; the perfect plot in the French countryside. 

It was listed as “buildable,” priced at €80,000, and had just enough space for the home they 
envisioned. The estate agent confirmed it should be a straightforward process.

Before signing, they asked Meridian Grey to assess what was possible on the site. We began 
where most buyers don’t : by looking at the local Plan Local d’Urbanisme (PLU) and the planning 
department’s policy direction.

On paper, the land was still zoned for construction. But we discovered something the agent 
hadn’t: the commune had already adopted a new PLU — one that reclassified the plot as 
agricultural land. It hadn’t yet taken legal effect, but the planning office was already applying the 
new rules in their decision-making.
In practical terms, the window to build had already closed.

Had they gone ahead, they would have paid €80,000 for a field — and been left with nothing to 
show for it.

They didn’t just save money. They saved years of frustration, legal wrangling, and the slow 
unwinding of a dream.



Case Snapshot: The Mill with a Failing Foundation

Another client fell in love with a part-converted mill. 
The setting was idyllic, the structure looked impressive, and the price was ambitious but within 
reach.

But during our due diligence inspection, we discovered a serious issue: the foundations under the 
newly converted portion of the building had failed. Cracks were forming, and the structural stress 
was migrating into the older part of the mill.

Remedial work would likely have run into the hundreds of thousands of euros — and even then, 
the long-term stability of the structure couldn’t be guaranteed.

Our client walked away. 

And instead of becoming trapped in a costly structural battle, they remained free to pursue the 
home they really wanted.



The Due Diligence 
Buyer’s Checklist
Planning & Permissions

1.	 What is the current zoning under the PLU — and are 	
	 changes pending?

2.	 Have I spoken directly to the planning department, 		
	 not just the agent?

3.	 Could my intended works be affected by ABF 			
	 oversight or heritage restrictions?

Structure & Services

4.	 When was the property last inspected structurally -  		
	 and by whom?

5.	 Are there signs of damp, settlement, outdated 		
	 wiring, or non-compliant septic systems?

Renovation Feasibility

6.	 Is the layout functional - or would major structural 		
	 changes be needed?

7.	 What is a realistic budget for my vision - including 		
	 contingency?

8.	 Have I accounted for VAT, professional fees, surveys, 	
	 and insulation requirements?

Context & Clarity

9.	 Does the property align with how I want to live  - not 	
	 just how it looks?

10.	 Who is helping me uncover what I don’t yet know to 	
	 ask?

If you’re unsure about the answer to even a few of these, 
you’re not behind — you’re early. That’s where we come in.



Book Your Free Vision 
Session

In 30 minutes, we’ll help you see what others overlook.

Before you commit to a property, we’ll walk through your ideas, flag potential risks, 
and help you make sense of the path ahead — clearly, calmly, and confidentially.

It’s free, focused, and designed to help you move forward with confidence.






