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4 Extensions, alterations and 
conservatories 
KEY MESSAGES 

• Alterations should always take into account the character and design 
of the property and its surroundings. 

• Windows, doors and materials should complement the existing 
building. 

• Rear extensions should be secondary to the building being extended. 
• You can make certain types of minor alterations without planning 

permission (see below) external alterations. 

4.1 This guidance provides advice to those seeking to alter or extend a 
residential property, including the erection of conservatories. The 
principles of this guidance also apply to extensions and alterations to 
other types of property. It expects high quality design that respects and 
enhances the character and appearance of a property and its 
surroundings, and also covers matters such as outlook, privacy and 
overlooking. 

4.2 This guidance relates to Core Strategy Policy CS14 Promoting high 
quality places and conserving our heritage and Development Policies 
DP24 Securing high quality design. 

When does this apply? 

4.3 This guidance applies to all proposals for alterations and extensions to 
residential properties, although some aspects will be relevant to 
alterations and extensions to other types of buildings. 

4.4 You can make certain types of minor changes to your property without 
needing to apply for planning permission. These are called "permitted 
development rights", and further details can be found on the planning 
portal website www.planningportal.gov.uk or by contacting the Council. 
In some conservation areas, Article 4 directions have been introduced 
which have removed certain permitted development rights. Details of 
Article 4 Directions, including where they apply in Camden can be found 
in the Conservation and Urban Design section of our website 
www.camden.gov.uk. 

4.5 In addition to this guidance, you should also make reference to chapters 
on Heritage, Design excellence and Roofs, Terraces and balconies, in 
this CPG. If your property is situated within a conservation area then you 
should also refer to the relevant Conservation Area Statement, Appraisal 
or Management Plan, which sets out detailed guidelines for development 
in a particular area. Many of these are available on our website.  
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Guidance for all extensions and alterations 

External alterations 

4.6 The good practice principles set out below and the general design 
considerations for residential façades shown in Figure 1 – ‘Alterations to 
Residential Façades’ should be followed when undertaking external 
alterations. A façade is the front or face of a building. 

Good practice principles for external alterations 

4.7 Alterations should always take into account the character and design of 
the property and its surroundings. A harmonious contrast with the 
existing property and surroundings may be appropriate for some new 
work to distinguish it from the existing building; in other cases closely 
matching materials and design details are more appropriate so as to 
ensure the new work blends with the old. 

Windows 
• Where it is necessary to alter or replace windows that are original or 

in the style of the originals, they should be replaced like with like 
wherever possible in order to preserve the character of the property 
and the surrounding area. New windows should match the originals 
as closely as possible in terms of type, glazing patterns and 
proportions (including the shape, size and placement of glazing bars), 
opening method, materials and finishes, detailing and the overall size 
of the window opening.  

• Where timber is the traditional window material, replacements should 
also be in timber frames. uPVC windows are not acceptable both 
aesthetically and for environmental reasons, including their relatively 
short lifespan and inability to biodegrade. Similarly, where steel is the 
traditional window material, steel replacements will be sought 
wherever possible, see also CPG3 Sustainability (Sustainable use of 
materials chapter), which gives guidance on the use of sustainable 
materials). 

• Reference should be made to the Building Research Establishment’s 
(BRE) Green Guide to Specification when sourcing replacement 
window frames. 

• Where the original glazing bars are highly detailed and intricate, or 
contain stained glass or leaded panes these should be retained and 
repaired. See also the Camden leaflet A Guide to Windows (2006), 
which is available on our website, for advice on secondary glazing 
and other ways to improve energy efficiency while retaining attractive 
original features. 

• Where windows are replaced they should have the lowest ‘U-value’ 
feasible.  

• Listed building consent will be required for replacement windows, 
secondary glazing and double-glazing in listed buildings. 

• In conservation areas original single-glazed windows often contribute 
to the character and appearance of the area, and should be retained 
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and upgraded. There may however be some instances where double-
glazing can be installed in a design that matches the original, for 
instance sash windows or casements with large individual pane sizes, 
or in secondary glazing. In such cases, the window frame and glazing 
bars of the replacement windows should match the existing.  

• Further guidance on window alterations and the effect that this can 
have on energy efficiency and protecting heritage assets can be 
found on English Heritage’s ‘Climate Change and your Home’ 
website: www.climatechangeandyourhome.org.uk 

Doors 
• Where you are looking to replace doors their design should match the 

dimensions, proportions, joinery details, panelling and glazing of the 
original. Where timber replacement doors are proposed the timber 
should be sustainably sourced. 

• Characteristic doorway features, such as porches, such be retained 
where they make a positive contribution to the character of groups of 
buildings. 

Materials 
• Wherever possible you should use materials that complement the 

colour and texture of the materials in the existing building, see also 
CPG3 Sustainability (Sustainable use of materials chapter). In historic 
areas traditional materials such as brick, stone, timber and render will 
usually be the most appropriate complement to the existing historic 
fabric; modern materials such as steel and glass may be appropriate 
but should be used sensitively and not dominate the existing property. 

• Materials for alterations should weather well, so their ageing process 
contributes positively to the character of the building, and the site’s 
wider context. 

• Original surface finishes should be retained or replicated wherever 
possible, as they are usually central to the architectural design / 
character treatment of a building. These may cover the entire building 
or façade (such as stucco facing), the roof elements (such as roof 
tiles and roof ridges), highlight specific features (such as windows or 
doors) or act as decorative elements (such as ironwork or terracotta 
panels). 

• When repairing existing wall finishes, the composition of the original 
material (such as plaster, stucco or render) should be determined, the 
defective area cut out and a replacement material of identical 
chemical composition applied and properly bonded. Concrete repairs 
are generally non-original and unsympathetic to historic buildings, 
and can damage bricks, and should be replaced with a more 
traditional lime-based finish. 

• The insulating quality of materials should be considered, along with 
their embodied energy (the energy used in manufacture) and the 
potential for re-use and recycling. 
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• Alterations or repairs to brickwork or stonework should match the 
original in all respects while satisfying the needs of durability and 
maintenance. This should include matching the original bond, mortar 
colour and texture. Retention of any existing pointing is encouraged 
wherever possible. 

• Samples of brick type and mortar colour will normally be required to 
be submitted to the Council as part of any application. 

• Painting, rendering or cladding of brickwork will normally be resisted, 
as it is often unsightly and can damage the appearance of a building 
by obscuring the texture and original colour of the façade. Painting, 
rendering or cladding may also trap moisture, which can cause major 
damp problems in the masonry. 

External pipework 
• Original external pipework and guttering should be repaired or 

reinstated in a like-for-like manner, where possible. In the case of 
historic buildings, cast iron replicas of original pipework are preferable 
to uPVC pipes. New pipework should be restricted to the side and 
rear elevations of buildings to avoid spoiling the appearance of the 
principal façade and should be grouped together and located in a 
discrete position. 

Scale 

4.8 Extensions should be subordinate to the original building in terms of 
scale and situation unless the specific circumstances of the site, such as 
the context of the property or its particular design, would enable an 
exception to this approach. More detailed guidance on design 
considerations is contained within CPG1 Design (Design excellence 
chapter).  

Figure 2. Alterations to residential facades 
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Rear extensions 

4.9 A rear extension is often the most appropriate way to extend a house or 
property. However, rear extensions that are insensitively or 
inappropriately designed can spoil the appearance of a property or 
group of properties and harm the amenity of neighbouring properties, for 
example in terms of outlook and access to daylight and sunlight. 

General principles 

4.10 Rear extensions should be designed to: 

• be secondary to the building being extended, in terms of location, 
form, scale, proportions, dimensions and detailing; 

• respect and preserve the original design and proportions of the 
building, including its architectural period and style; 

• respect and preserve existing architectural features, such as 
projecting bays, decorative balconies or chimney stacks; 

• respect and preserve the historic pattern and established townscape 
of the surrounding area, including the ratio of built to unbuilt space; 

• not cause a loss of amenity to adjacent properties with regard to 
sunlight, daylight, outlook, overshadowing, light pollution/spillage, 
privacy/overlooking, and sense of enclosure; 

• allow for the retention of a reasonable sized garden; and 
• retain the open character of existing natural landscaping and garden 

amenity, including that of neighbouring properties, proportionate to 
that of the surrounding area. 

4.11 Materials should be chosen that are sympathetic to the existing building 
wherever possible (see also CPG3 Sustainability on Sustainable use of 
materials). 

Height of rear extensions 

4.12 In order for new extensions to be subordinate to the original building, 
their heights should respect the existing pattern of rear extensions, 
where they exist. Ground floor extensions are generally considered 
preferable to those at higher levels. The maximum acceptable height of 
an extension should be determined in relation to the points outlined in 
paragraph 4.10 above. In cases where a higher extension is appropriate, 
a smaller footprint will generally be preferable to compensate for any 
increase in visual mass and bulk, overshadowing and overlooking that 
would be caused by the additional height. 

4.13 In most cases, extensions that are higher than one full storey below roof 
eaves/parapet level, or that rise above the general height of 
neighbouring projections and nearby extensions, will be strongly 
discouraged. 
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Width of rear extensions 

4.14 The width of rear extensions should be designed so that they are not 
visible from the street and should respect the rhythm of existing rear 
extensions. 

4.15 In addition, the rear of some buildings may be architecturally 
distinguished, either forming a harmonious composition, or visually 
contributing to the townscape. The Council will seek to preserve these 
where appropriate. Some of the Borough’s important rear elevations are 
identified in conservation area statements, appraisals and management 
plans.  

Side extensions 

4.16 Certain building forms may lend themselves to side extensions. Such 
extensions should be designed in accordance with the general 
considerations set out above in paragraph 4.10. Side extensions should 
also: 

• be no taller than the porch; and 
• set back from the main building. 

4.17 In many streets in the north of the Borough houses have mature rear 
gardens that can often be seen through gaps between buildings, 
softening the urban scene and providing visual interest. The infilling of 
gaps will not be considered acceptable where: 

• significant views or gaps are compromised or blocked; 
• the established front building line is compromised; 
• the architectural symmetry or integrity of a composition is impaired; 
• the original architectural features on a side wall are obscured; or 
• access to the rear of a property is lost. 

4.18 Where a property is located in a conservation area, reference should be 
made to the relevant conservation area statements, appraisals and 
management plans, which often identify important gaps and vistas 
where infilling would be inappropriate. 
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Figure 3. Side extensions 

 

Conservatories 

4.19 Conservatories should normally: 

• be located adjacent to the side and rear elevations of the building; 
• be subordinate to the building being extended in terms of height, 

mass, bulk, plan form and detailing; 
• respect and preserve existing architectural features, e.g. brick arches, 

windows etc; 
• be located at ground or basement level. Only in exceptional 

circumstances will conservatories be allowed on upper levels; 
• not extend the full width of a building. If a conservatory fills a gap 

beside a solid extension, it must be set back from the building line of 
the solid extension; and 

• be of a high quality in both materials and design. 

4.20 Conservatories should not overlook or cause light pollution to 
neighbouring properties, including to those in flats above. In order to 
minimise overlooking, opaque lightweight materials such as obscured 
glass may be necessary on façades abutting neighbouring properties. 
Also, in order to minimise light pollution, solid lightweight materials, one-
way glass or obscured glass may be required. 
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4.21 Further guidance is contained within CPG4 Protecting and improving 
quality of life (Light Pollution chapter). 

Development in rear gardens and other open land 

4.22 The construction of garden buildings, including sheds, stand-alone green 
houses and other structures in rear gardens and other undeveloped 
areas, can often have a significant impact upon the amenity, biodiversity 
and character of an area. They may detract from the generally soft and 
green nature of gardens and other open space, contributing to the loss 
of amenity for existing and future residents of the property. 

4.23 Large garden buildings may also affect the amenity value of neighbours’ 
gardens, and if used for purposes other than storage or gardening, may 
intensify the use of garden spaces. 

4.24 Development in rear gardens should: 

• ensure the siting, location, scale and design of the proposed 
development has a minimal visual impact on, and is visually 
subordinate to, the host garden 

• not detract from the open character and garden amenity of the 
neighbouring gardens and the wider surrounding area  

• use suitable soft landscaping to reduce the impact of the proposed 
development  

• ensure building heights will retain visibility over garden walls and 
fences  

• use materials which complement the host property and the overall 
character of the surrounding area. The construction method should 
minimise any impact on trees (also see Landscape design and trees 
chapter in this CPG), or adjacent structures 

• address any impacts of extensions and alterations upon water run-off 
and groundwater flows, both independently or cumulatively with other 
extensions,  and demonstrate that the impact of the new development 
on water run-off and groundwater flows will be negated by the 
measures proposed. Reference should be made to CPG3 
Sustainability (Flooding chapter). 

4.25 Pockets of privately owned land make important contributions to the 
character of certain parts of the borough, both in established 
neighbourhoods and areas of new development, creating village greens, 
informal verges, set backs for established structures or settings for listed 
buildings. Building on such areas will generally be discouraged. 

4.26 Where any type of development, either in a rear garden or on private 
land that forms part of a public space, may be appropriate in principle, a 
full assessment should be made prior to the commencement of the 
development to avoid any potential impact upon trees or other 
vegetation in the surrounding area. This assessment may be required as 
part of an application for planning permission. 
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Further information 

4.27 The following professional bodies provide further guidance and advice 
on buildings and design matters: 

• Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors (RICS); and 
• Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA). 




