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Loft conversions are a popular way of getting more
room in your house or top floor flat. But one way or
another you will need the Council’s permission, so
before you start you need to consider whether your
house is suitable and the likelihood that your plans
will meet the Council’s requirements.

Planning Permission
You will generally need planning permission if the
house is in a conservation area and you will be
altering the shape of the roof. Outside a conservation
area you must get planning permission to extend the
front of the roof or raise the height of the ridge or if
you are extending the roof by more than a certain
amount. You should always check first with the
Council’s Borough Planner’s Service to find out whether
you will need planning permission for your project. 

Building Regulations
You will certainly need building regulations approval
and the Council’s Building Control Section will tell you
what is required. The Building Regulations impose
certain structural and other requirements particularly
where it comes to access stairs and this may limit what
options are available to you. But in meeting these
requirements the result may be a conflict with
planning objectives concerning the external
appearance of the proposed extension. It is important
to find out as early as possible, as it may mean you
will not easily get planning permission.

The purpose of this leaflet is to help you plan your
scheme so that you are more likely to be successful in
getting what you want. It sets out simple guidance
which describes the sort of things the Council will take
into account when assessing your plans.

There are 2 main factors the Council’s planners will be
looking at:

1 The impact that your scheme may have on the
amenities of your neighbours, e.g.

• will they suffer a loss of daylight or sunlight to any
of their rooms?

• will they be overlooked from any windows in the
new rooms you are proposing and how will this
affect their privacy?

2 The impact that your scheme may have on the
appearance of your house and on the area generally.
This is important because other people will have to
look at it and it becomes more of a public issue
when a large number of people will be able to see it.

These two factors are explained more fully in the form
of 10 questions which you should consider when
planning your project. This will help you to understand
the steps the Council will follow when considering your
application for planning permission.

Introduction

Planning policy

The Council’s planning policies relating to loft
extensions are :

“.......roof extensions should generally reflect the style,
proportions, materials and details of the existing
building.
Extensions should not be so large as to dominate and
compete with the building.”

“Roof extensions are not generally appropriate in the
front of the house, particularly in a group of uniform
design, unless they can be well set back behind an
existing parapet with minimal impact on the street
scene; dormers should be placed well away from eaves
and flank or party walls and be below and not raise the
height of the ridge.”

M a k i n g  m o r e  o f  y o u r  l o f t
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Some roof types are generally more suited to
conversion than others in terms of size, shape and
construction. Some roof types are easier than others to
convert.

Ideally, your existing loft should be large enough to
accommodate the room(s) you want without any need
for major extensions. All you should then need are
dormer windows - i.e. windows inserted into the
sloping roof to light the space inside - or even just a
roof-light.

More often though, roofs are extended to create
headroom where none exists at present. Generally,
there is no minimum ceiling height requirement in the
Building Regulations, but a ceiling lower than 2.lm
(7’0”) will seem cramped. Remember also that a new
structural floor and roof will have to be built and this
means that the finished headroom will be about
300mm (1’0”) less than the headroom you have in
your loft at present. To achieve a reasonable amount of
space with adequate headroom may mean major
alterations to the loft which could alter the look of
your house quite dramatically. This could mean that
the scheme would be ruled out because of its poor
appearance.

If you have a modern house with a trussed roof
construction it may be possible to convert the loft
space but you may find that it will be a complicated
and expensive job.

How will access be gained to the loft space? In the
case of many semi-detached and terraced houses the
existing stairs are located beside a party wall. This
means that the most efficient and logical location for
the new stair into the loft is also against the party
wall. Since the new stair must rise into that part of
the loft where there is least head-room, it will be
necessary to provide an extension to the roof right
against the party wall. This is something we try to
avoid because the extension would almost certainly
look bulky and out of proportion to the roof.

The commonest problem is the need to extend the roof
to accommodate the new access staircase and meet the
building regulation requirement for headroom over the
stairs of at least 1.9m. Often this depends on the
shape as well as the height of the existing roof.

1 Is the loft space large enough?

M a k i n g  m o r e  o f  y o u r  l o f t
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There are more than 40 conservation areas in
Wandsworth. You could be living in one of them.

Conservation areas are those parts of the borough
which have a special character or are of historic
interest. Changes to the appearance of buildings are
closely scrutinised to ensure that the special quality
of the area will be retained. If your house is in a
conservation area any alterations to the roof should
preserve or enhance the special character or
appearance of that particular area. This may mean
that the possibility for acceptable schemes is much
more limited. It will depend on the type of roof you
have, the amount you want to alter it and how visible
that alteration will be.

2 Is your house/flat in a conservation area?

M a k i n g  m o r e  o f  y o u r  l o f t
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3 Is the roof clearly visible from the street?

Take a good look at your roof. Can it be seen clearly
from the street outside or from any neighbouring
streets? If it can, then the appearance of your
extension will be important because your roof is part
of the street scene.

The roofs of end houses of terraces are more widely
visible than the roofs of mid-terraced houses. Semi-
detached and detached houses usually have roofs
which are extensively visible from the street, and
corner buildings are always prominent.

If you are proposing to alter the front of the roof or
any other widely visible part then it will be more of an
issue - especially if you live in a conservation area.
Once again you will have to pay special attention to
what it looks like from the outside.
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4 Will your neighbours be able to see your roof extension?

Generally, where gardens are longer it is possible to
see more of the surrounding roofs.

Where the backs of buildings are closer, views of the
roof are more likely to be confined to just a few of
your neighbours but because they are closer their
amenities may be more affected.

It is important that your neighbours should not suffer
unacceptable harm to the normal enjoyment of their
homes as a result of your proposal. This could be:

• loss of privacy as a result of an unreasonable amount
• of overlooking.
• loss of daylight or sunlight.
• visual impact.

Privacy
A new window (or windows) in your converted loft
space could overlook one of your neighbours’ windows
and cause an unreasonable loss of privacy, especially
where the room overlooked is a bedroom or living
room.

If your extension would enable access to an existing
flat roof or proposes a roof terrace or balcony feature
this could seriously affect your neighbours’ privacy.
Roof terraces often allow unrestricted views over back
gardens and into other people’s windows which can be
a nuisance. So, ensure that your scheme will not
include new windows or a terrace which will enable
you to see more of your neighbours!

Daylight / Sunlight and Visual Intrusion 
Sky views from buildings and back gardens are often
limited and, depending on the orientation, your
extension could cast extensive shadows over your
neighbours’ property. It is possible to measure the
likely impact of your extension on your neighbours’
sunlight and daylight but it is more difficult to assess
whether it will have an overbearing effect. Look
closely at the amount of sun that reaches your
neighbour’s house and garden and think how this
might be affected by your scheme. Try to design a
scheme which keeps any impact on your neighbour to
a minimum.

5 Will the scheme affect your neighbours’ amenities?
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6 Do roofs make a special contribution to the townscape of the area?

Where the roofs are a particularly attractive or
distinctive feature of the area any alterations will need
careful consideration in order to ensure that the
special quality is protected.

If roofs are an important feature, what is it that makes
them attractive or distinctive? Look at the roofs in
your street.

Are they all the same?
Many streets are composed of buildings with similar
roof shapes. This regularity is often seen as an
attractive feature. Will your proposal fit in or will it
spoil the order of things by making your roof stick out
like a sore thumb?

Are they all different?
Sometimes there is a great deal of variation in the
style and shape of roofs and perhaps a variation in the
heights of buildings. It could be that this quality of
variety between buildings contributes to making the
area attractive. In these circumstances you should aim
to maintain the variation by keeping the distinctive
appearance of your house.
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7 Have alterations to roofs already taken place?

Where the existing roofscape has not been altered it is
important to make sure alterations set a good example
for the rest to follow. The good schemes can then be
copied to ensure a consistently high standard. On the
other hand just because a particularly bad alteration

has taken place this should not justify further harm by
allowing similar alterations to occur. So don’t look at a
neighbour’s ugly extension and use it as an excuse to
do the same thing. Many very bad alterations were
carried out before the legislation was tightened up.

By answering all these questions you should, by now,
have a clearer idea of the general size and shape of
extension which is likely to be acceptable. Now you
can begin to consider the details of its appearance.
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8 Are the large scale details right?

The large scale details are those which affect the size,
shape and overall appearance of the extension. The
scale and proportions of the extension should reflect
those of the house. The objective should be to produce

an addition which looks as if it belongs to the house.
The best schemes often go unnoticed because they
appear to have always been there.
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The small scale details should be copied from the
house. This means repeating where possible the type 
of construction and materials found in the original
construction. If you can’t copy from the house then
look for a building of the same style and period and
replicate the feature you want from this example. 

You may wish to deliberately go for a contemporary
design where the new work stands out from the old.
This will require exceptional skill on the part of the
designer to ensure that the whole building remains a
harmonious and attractive composition.

9 Are the small scale details right?
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10 What sort of roof have you got?
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The sketches below show some typical roof types and
explain how to avoid planning problems and design a
successful loft conversion.

These sketches show what can be done but there may
be reasons why you cannot do what is shown here.

For instance
• where the roofs are a fine feature of the area,

especially in a conservation area - see page 6
or

• where the extension would be particularly prominent
and look out of place eg. on a corner house - see page 4
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Roofs - terms and components
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