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4 Energy efficiency: existing buildings 
KEY MESSAGES 

As a guide, at least 10% of the project cost should be spent on 
environmental improvements 
Potential measures are bespoke to each property 
Sensitive improvements can be made to historic buildings to reduce 
carbon dioxide emissions 

4.1 Many of the sections in this guidance focus on reducing the 
environmental impact of new buildings, however Camden’s existing 
buildings account for almost 80% of the borough’s carbon emissions. 
Therefore it is essential that these buildings make a contribution towards 
the borough’s reduction in carbon dioxide emissions.  

4.2 This section provides more information on how existing buildings can be 
more energy efficient. It builds on the previous section, which covered 
Stage 1 of the energy hierarchy and improving energy efficiency in new 
buildings.  

4.3 Camden Core Strategy Policy CS13, paragraph 13.9 expects 
development or alterations to existing buildings to include proportionate 
measures to be taken to improve their environmental sustainability, 
where possible. 

WHAT DOES THE COUNCIL EXPECT? 

• All buildings, whether being updated or refurbished, are expected to 
reduce their carbon emissions by making improvements to the 
existing building. Work involving a change of use or an extension to 
an existing property is included. As a guide, at least 10% of the 
project cost should be spent on the improvements.  

• Where retro-fitting measures are not identified at application stage we 
will most likely secure the implementation of environmental 
improvements by way of condition. Appendix 1 sets out a checklist of 
retro fit improvements for applicants. 

• Development involving a change of use or a conversion of 5 or more 
dwellings or 500sq m of any floorspace, will be expected to achieve 
60% of the un-weighted credits in the Energy category in their 
EcoHomes or BREEAM assessment, whichever is applicable. (See 
the section on Sustainability assessment tools for more details). 

• Special consideration will be given to buildings that are protected e.g. 
listed buildings to ensure that their historic and architectural features 
are preserved. 

How can I make an existing building more energy efficient? 

4.4 There are many opportunities for reducing the energy we use in our 
homes. The design and the materials used can make a significant 
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contribution. Simple measures, such as closing curtains at dusk, can 
help stop heat loss. Installing condensing boilers, heating controls and 
energy saving light bulbs and appliances reduce energy use and carbon 
dioxide emissions significantly. Reduced energy use also means lower 
energy bills. 

4.5 When dealing with historic buildings a sensitive approach needs to be 
taken. Guidance on this is provided later within this section. 

Draught proofing 

4.6 There is a range of effective draft proofing measures you can use to help 
insulate your home: 

• Fix brush seals to exterior doors and letterboxes, and tape to ill-fitting 
doors; 

• Put reflector panels behind radiators to reflect heat into the room; and 
• Use shutters for windows and/or thicker curtains that do not drape 

over radiators. 

Energy efficient lighting  

4.7 In most homes lighting accounts for 20% of the electricity bill. It is easy 
to cut waste by simply turning off lights and adjusting blinds and curtains 
to let in more natural light. When lighting a room, always use energy 
saving light bulbs. 

Windows 

4.8 Windows let light and heat into your home, but they can also let a lot of 
heat out when temperatures are colder outside than inside. If you are 
replacing windows or building an extension, thermally efficient glazed 
windows will provide more effective insulation than older windows. 
Double glazed panels can now be fitted into 
some original wooden frames, without the need 
to replace the whole frame. This helps preserve 
the historic character of the building. 

4.9 The use of PVCu windows is not considered to 
be acceptable in historic buildings, conservation 
areas and listed buildings as this material 
detracts from their historic significance and the 
architectural qualities of historic buildings and 
places. See below for more information on listed 
buildings and conservation areas. 

4.10 There is a range of simple measures which can 
improve the energy efficiency of windows. These include: 

• General repair and maintenance – which can substantially improve 
the energy efficiency of windows, as much of the heat lost through 
windows is through leaks and cracks. 
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• Installation of draught seals – which can help to further eliminate cold 
draughts and leaks. 

• Secondary glazing – adding a second sheet of glass or plastic to a 
window frame can improve sound-proofing as well as energy 
efficiency. If carefully designed it can be unobtrusive and appropriate 
in a listed property or one within a conservation area. 

• Secondary protection - e.g. shutters or heavy curtains, although these 
are predominantly a night-time option. 

Insulation 
• Loft insulation - Your home may already have some loft insulation, but 

if the material is thin it will not be saving as much energy and money 
as it could. Fitting proper loft insulation is the most cost-effective way 
of saving energy. As a guide, your loft insulation should be around 
250mm thick to be effective. 

• Floor insulation - If you have any gaps between your floorboards and 
skirting boards, you can reduce heat loss by sealing them with a 
regular tube sealant, like the silicon sealant used around the bath. It 
is also very useful to insulate underneath the floorboards at ground 
floor level. 

• Cavity wall insulation involves filling the gap between the bricks with 
insulating material. It can reduce heat loss by up to 60%. Most homes 
built after 1930 will have a cavity that could be insulated 

• Solid wall insulation (internal or external) – buildings constructed 
before 1930 almost always have sold wall construction. The only way 
to insulate solid walls is to add insulation to the inside or outside of 
the wall. External insulation involves adding a decorative weather-
proof insulating treatment to the outside of your wall while internal 
insulation involves attaching insulating plaster board laminates or 
wooden battens in-filled with insulation to the inside of the wall. 
Generally 100mm of insulation is required to be effective. Solid wall 
insulation, whether internal or external, will require relocation of the 
services attached to the wall e.g. radiators, electrical sockets, 
drainpipes. 

Heating and hot water 
• New boiler - Replacing an old boiler (more than 10 years old) with a 

high efficiency condensing boiler and heating controls to provide 
heating and hot water could significantly cut energy consumption. 

• New/upgraded central heating – If you install a new boiler the rest of 
your central heating system may need upgrading, for example large, 
old radiators could be replaced with smaller, more efficient radiators 
that are better suited to the new boiler 

• Upgrading heating controls - You can install heating controls that 
allow you to control the temperature in different parts of your building. 
These can be included as an electronic timer control for your boiler, 
room thermostats for your main living area and thermostatic valves on 
all your radiators. 
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• Insulating hot water pipes and your hot water tank will retain hot water 
for longer, and save money on heating it. 

4.11 See the Council’s website for further information for householders on 
various retro-fitting measures and whether permission is required. 

Generating your own energy 

4.12 Buildings can also reduce their energy consumption by generating their 
own energy in the form of heat or electricity using low carbon and 
renewable technologies which use little or no energy. See section 6 of 
this guidance on renewable energy for more advice on the technologies 
that are available and appropriate in Camden. 

CASE STUDY 

Renovated Victorian Eco-home: A semi-detached Victorian house in one 
of Camden’s conservation areas was transformed in 2007, reducing its 
carbon footprint by 60%. Works undertaken to 
 improve energy efficiency included: 
• internal solid wall insulation;  
• a new fully insulated roof; 
• underfloor insulation; 
• double glazing; and  
• draught proofing.  
Heat is provided by an efficient condensing  
boiler complemented by solar hot water panels 
on the rear extension; power to the panels’ 
water pumps is provided by solar panels. Other 
improvements include an upgraded ventilation 
system with heat recovery, water saving features  
(e.g. rainwater harvesting for garden irrigation,  
dual flush toilets), low energy lighting and energy  
monitoring.  
For further information on this property and  
improvements to other properties of a similar age see  
www.sd-commission.org.uk 

What if my building is historic, Listed or in a conservation area? 

4.13 Historic buildings have special features that need to be conserved and 
therefore need to be treated sensitively. This section explains how 
energy efficiency improvements can be achieved without causing harm 
to the historic environment. 

4.14 Reflecting the special qualities of historic buildings, additional consents 
may be required for statutorily designated buildings (listed buildings, or 
those in conservation areas). The Council’s website has more detailed 
guidance on what types of permission are required. The Council will aim 
to balance the conservation of fuel and power against the need to 
conserve the fabric of the building. 
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4.15 Historic buildings can perform well in terms of energy efficiency. When 
looking to install high energy efficiency measures, however, it is 
essential to ensure that works do not compromise the character and 
significance of the building or area.  

4.16 In order to identify the most appropriate measures, we recommend 
taking the following approach, which takes into account measures best 
suited to individual buildings and households (i.e. taking human 
behaviour into consideration as well as the building envelope and 
services): 

• Assess the heritage values of the building; 
• Assess the condition of the building fabric and building services; 
• Assess the effectiveness and value for money of measures to 

improve energy performance; 
• Assess their impact on heritage values; and 
• Assess the technical risks.  

4.17 A range of thermal efficiency measures can then be implemented, which 
avoid harm to the historic environment. Ranked according to their impact 
on heritage and the technical risks, these include:  

1. Ensure that the building is in a good state of repair 
2. Minor interventions - upgrade the easier and non-contentious 

elements: 
− insulate roof spaces and suspended floors;  
− provide flue dampers - (close in winter, open in summer);  
− use curtains, blinds and window shutters;  
− provide energy efficient lighting and appliances 
− draught-seal doors and windows; 
− provide hot water tank and pipe insulation. 

3. Moderate interventions - upgrade vulnerable elements:  
− install secondary (or double) glazing (if practicable); 

4. Upgrade building services and give advice to building users on 
managing them efficiently: 
− install high-efficiency boiler and heating controls;  
− install smart metering; 
− install solar panels, where not visible from the street or public 

spaces. 
5. Major interventions - upgrade more difficult and contentious elements 

(where impact on heritage values and level of technical risk shown to 
be acceptable) 
− provide solid wall insulation. 

4.18 When considering refurbishment, it is the owner’s responsibility to 
ensure that any work does not cause unlawful or unnecessary damage 
to the building. 
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4.19 The Energy Savings Trust and English Heritage have published detailed 
guidance on refurbishing and improving the efficiency of historic 
buildings. See the Further Information section below for details of where 
to find these guides. 

4.20 Before carrying out any work, find out if your property is listed, in a 
conservation area or subject to any other planning restrictions such as 
an Article 4 Direction. Then check if any of the proposed works require 
consent – such as listed building consent, planning permission or 
conservation area consent. See CPG1 Design for more information on 
Camden’s historic buildings. The Council’s website also provides 
detailed information on these matters. 

Article 4 Direction 
Removes the permitted development rights awarded to properties by 
legislation and means a planning application has to be made for minor 
works that usually do not need permission. 
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Further information 

Energy efficiency in existing buildings: 

The Energy 
Saving Trust 

A national agency promoting energy efficiency in the 
domestic sector. For information on home energy 
efficiency measures including grants, visit their 
website: www.energysavingtrust.org.uk  
The Energy Saving Trust also provides technical 
guidance on energy efficiency in the Publications and 
Case Studies section of their website. 
www.est.org.uk/housingbuildings/publications  
Recommended Best Practice in Housing technical 
guidance documents:  
• CE120 - Energy Efficient Loft Extensions 
• CE122 - Energy Efficient Domestic Extensions 

T-ZERO A free interactive web-based tool that allows you to 
identify the optimal low-carbon solutions for your 
home. Once you have inputted your home’s details, 
such as type of house/flat, amount of insulation in 
roof/walls and whether or not you have double 
glazing, the system identifies a tailored list of optimal 
insulation, heating, and renewable energy options 
(and the costs of each). 
www.tzero.org.uk  

GreenSpec Provides details of products and how they can be 
used to improve the efficiency of your home or 
building 
www.greenspec.co.uk  

The Planning 
Portal 

Provides information on what alterations you can 
make to your home without requiring planning 
permission 
www.planningportal.gov.uk  
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Energy efficiency in historic buildings: 

English Heritage English Heritage, the UK government’s adviser on 
the historic environment, has produced the following 
guidance: 
• A Guide to Energy Conservation in Traditional 

Buildings, which looks at a range of improvements 
that can be made to reduce the heat lost through 
a building’s walls, windows, floor and roof. This 
guide is one of a series looking at reducing energy 
consumption in traditionally constructed homes. 
http://www.english-
heritage.org.uk/publications/energy-conservation-
in-traditional-buildings/  

• Meeting building regulations Part L in existing 
buildings. The purpose of the guidance is to help 
prevent conflicts between the requirements of the 
regulations and the conservation of historic and 
traditionally constructed buildings. 
http://www.english-
heritage.org.uk/publications/energy-efficiency-
historic-buildings-partl/  

• saving energy in historic buildings at 
www.climatechangeandyourhome.org.uk which 
includes very detailed information about a wide 
range of improvements, e.g. insulating solid walls. 

The Energy 
Saving Trust 

Provides technical guidance on energy efficiency in 
the Publications and Case Studies section of their 
website. 
www.est.org.uk/housingbuildings/publications  
This includes their Recommended Best Practice in 
Housing technical guidance documents: CE138 - 
Energy Efficient Historic Homes 

The Victorian 
Society 

Has information on their website on greening 
Victorian homes -  
www.victoriansociety.org.uk/advice/greening 

Building 
Conservation 

Provides a directory of useful contacts, grant sources 
and websites  
www.buildingconservation.com  

The Sustainable 
Development 
Commission 

Provides case studies of existing homes that have 
improved their energy efficiency, including the 
example detailed in this section. 
www.sd-commission.org.uk 
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Appendix 1: Checklist for retro-fitting measures 

Applies to all: 

• changes of use 
• conversions 
• extensions over 30sq m  

Please note that not all the measures will be appropriate for all buildings 
and some measures will require planning permission e.g. alterations to 
the front of a property 

Measure Specification Evidence 

Draught proofing   

Reflective radiator panels   

Overhauling/upgrading windows   

New boiler   

LED lighting   

Meters, timers, sensors, controls on heating 
or lighting 

  

Mechanical Ventilation with Heat Recovery   

Insulation   

    Hot water tank & pipes   

    Roof   

    Walls Internal   

    Walls External   

    Floor   

Renewable energy technology   

    Solar PV panels   

    Solar thermal (hot water) panels   

    Ground source heat pumps   

Double glazed windows / Secondary glazing   

Combined heat and power unit   

Green or brown roof   

Rainwater harvesting   

Other measures   

Join the Camden Climate Change Alliance  
(commercial only) 

  

Off-setting contribution £3,000   




