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ABOUT THE ST. JAMES’S CONSERVATION TRUST

BACKGROUND

The Trust was founded, initially as the St. James’s Conservation Society, 
in 1998, by The Hon. Dominic Elliot and John Beveridge QC, both local 
residents of the core area of St. James’s, to conserve the world class 
historic architecture and to preserve the social framework of this small but 
historically important area from inappropriate planning developments and 
licensing developments.

In 1999 the Society was incorporated as the St. James’s Conservation 
Trust Limited and, in 2000, it acquired charitable status.  Today, the Trust 
receives and reviews approximately 100 planning, highways and licencing 
applications each year, and comments or takes action on around 25% 
of these to ensure the area’s special historic character is preserved and 
enhanced.   

The Trust is indebted to the Members and Officers of Westminster City 
Council for the great support it has received, from them, in its work.  It 
wishes, also, to acknowledge the co-operation of developers and their 
architectural advisors in fully informing the Trust of their proposals and in 
considering the Trust’s views. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE TRUST:

1. To promote high standards of planning and architecture in or affecting 
the area.

2. To secure the preservation, protection, development and improvement 
of features of historic, or public, interest, in the area.

3. To maintain the character and atmosphere of the area, with its social 
fabric, collection of ancient shops and gentlemen’s Clubs.

4. To educate the public in the geography, history, natural history and 
architecture of the area. 

ACTIONS AND ACHIEVEMENTS 

In working towards these objectives, the Trust has commissioned a wide range of 
studies into key issues that are affecting the St. James’s area and to-date has produced 
three pivotal reports:

• Architecture suitable for St. James’s (2008)
• St. James’s A3 food and drink study (2005)
• Conserving Historic St. James’s. (1999)

Alongside publishing reports, positive action by the Trust seeks to enable a wide range 
of process and physical improvements to the historic area of St. James.  Examples 
include:

• Ideas for improvements to Waterloo Place, St. James’s Square, St. James’s Palace 
Forecourt, and Jermyn Street;

• Successful lobbying for St. James’s to be designated a Special Policy Area; and
• Successful promotion of the restoration of two way traffic operation in Pall Mall, St. 

James’s Street, and Piccadilly.

Our latest  work includes a successful application for Neighbourhood Planning Forum 
Status, and the installation of a commemorative Plaque and Roundel to John Nash in 
the St. James’s Square Summerhouse.  Nash was the Architect of much of Regency 
London, including parts of St. James’s.   
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18th and 19th Century Grade II* Listed buildings in St. James’s Street.  These are examples which 
should be given the highest levels of scrutiny by Planning and English Heritage authorities in terms 
of protection of original architecture and rooftop detail.  Some services are successfully carried in the 
reconstructed original chimney detail, but this is let down by the vertical duct that is crudely fixed to the 
outside of the structure.  It could be made less obtrusive by colour matching the brickwork or cladding in a 
way that camouflages against the adjacent material.  
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Rooftops and rear courtyards or walks are hidden 
from the street, but they are often visible from higher 
buildings or adjacent properties. Sadly, in these situations 
the variety of equipment and plant located on the outside 
of buildings is often visually and aurally detrimental to the 
amenity of local residents.
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CHAIRMAN’S FOREWORD
 

St. James’s is a unique and historic part of London that has maintained its 
place as an area of fine living and fine  architecture.  As a consequence, it 
has no industry, unless one counts the bootmakers plying their traditional 
trade, in Lobbs, or the shirtmakers, taking their customers’ measurements, 
in Jermyn Street.  Until recently, it created little air pollution and noise and 
there was limited rooftop visual clutter.  However, it stands at the centre of 
a great, modern city, with all the effects of through traffic and neighbouring 
activity that such success brings. 

Measurements  of noise and air pollution levels have shown that St. 
James’s now suffers from pollution, greatly exceeding the levels which 
the World Health Organisation considers to be acceptable, not merely for 
the enjoyment of life, but for basic health.  These are not easy problems 
to resolve, particularly for a small body like the Trust, nor in relation to a 
relatively small area, alone.  
 
This Report is the first step by the Trust to address these problems, and, 
at the same time, to highlight the adverse visual impact of equipment as 
is installed, locally, on rooftops, such as air conditioning units.  It provides 
useful facts for an understanding of the problems and practical proposals  
for their amelioration.  I hope that those, such as planners, landowners 
and developers, who influence the area, will read it with care and act on its 
recommendations.  St. James’s will continue to play its part in the changing 
London, but no one wants pollution, nor ugliness.  Decisions need to be 
taken as to the price we are willing to pay to reduce them.

  

Street level views can be deceptive about 
the quality of equipment on rooftops and at 
the rear elevations of historic buildings. On 
closer inspection, there is often untidy and visually 
incongruent ducting and machinery housing on 
display.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
 

The St. James’s Conservation Trust has become increasingly aware 
of problems relating to the installation of equipment on the rooftops 
of buildings, which has both an acoustic and visual impact on the 
surrounding area.  This report has been commissioned with the objective 
of establishing some of the facts relating to this phenomenon and with a 
view to making recommendations for improvement to the existing policies 
and processes.

There are a wide range of potential negative impacts, however, this 
study concentrates specifically on the visual and acoustic impacts for 
observers from street level and within surrounding buildings. Some 
other environmental issues are also considered where appropriate. The 
acoustic issue is a complex one, and the impact of roof level plant is 
considered as a contributor to overall environmental noise problems from 
a range of sources, including traffic and drunk and disorderly behaviour, 
which are not considered here.
 
There are common issues inherent with the installation and use of 
Mechanical and Electrical (M&E) equipment, particularly at roof level, 
and this report considers some of the more common design and 
installation scenarios.  It looks at typical problems which arise as a result 
of inappropriate design, installation and in particular maintenance and 
makes recommendations for improved practice. 

A desktop review has been carried out of current Westminster planning 
guidance and enforcement procedures as well as those of the Greater 
London Authority. The review also looks at design guidance for historic 
buildings and those located in areas of great heritage value.

The Ritz Hotel, Arlington Street.  This elevation of the Ritz 
shows the context of the main entrance.  At ground level 
all looks appropriate to this historic institution, however at 
upper levels an amalgamation of design choices has created 
a cluttered appearance, and contributes to a poor quality 
roofscape.

So what can be achieved to mitigate existing poor 
quality roofscape?  In this case a major redevelopment 
has been consented which will enlarge the hotel 
and improve its functions. As part of this work it 
will also update it’s roofscape with a high quality 
solution.  This report advocates this approach 
but also promotes action at every stage of the 
re-equipping, maintenance, monitoring and 
enforcement process.   
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7

ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

PREVENTION:
There is a lack of industry guidance and planning policies are 
disaggregated. Therefore, better practical guidance is needed for clients, 
developers, designers and installers of rooftop plant. There needs to be a 
clear hierarchy:

 Q1. Do we need plant? 
 In new buildings it could be minimised by the use of natural   
 ventilation approaches, and the use of energy efficient fittings.
 
 Q2. Can we connect to or create a local energy network?
 For major redevelopments, or shared land ownerships this is a   
 possible solution that has wider environmental and cost benefits.
 
 Q3. If needed, can we locate it within the building?
 For both existing and new buildings there may be opportunities  
 to locate equipment inside the building, e.g in basement spaces.
 
 Q4. Rooftop installations as a last resort
 Where rooftop installations are required they should be suitably  
 screened from view, so as not to negatively impact on building   
 rooflines.

In all cases, there should be an insistence on the highest levels of 
BREEAM and Code for Sustainable Homes as a measure and standard 
of performance for historic buildings.

MITIGATION:
Better identification of individual sources of noise is required to determine 
the number and severity of buildings which have not met their planning 
constraints. This could be achieved in part by extensive noise surveys.

A visual survey was then undertaken within sample areas of St. James’s, 
looking at individual rooftop “plant” installations at a number of locations. 
As well as putting the investigation in context, the survey helped Atkins 
to understand the issues from the perspectives of local residents and 
visitors to the area.  

The findings of the investigation have highlighted that there are issues 
with the current approach and treatment of rooftop plant in St. James’s 
which is creating noise issues, and having a negative visual impact on 
the heritage of the area. The study found a number of different types of 
rooftop equipment, with the biggest issues tending to arise from:

• Cooling / heat rejection plant;

• General ventilation plant;

• Kitchen ventilation plant;

• Services distribution (pipes, ducts, cables);

• Renewable / low carbon technology; 

• Water Management (inc. Water Storage); and

• Communications and Audio/Visual Equipment. 

In order to address these impacts we have developed a series of 
recommendations that we have been able to group into two different 
categories - Prevention and Mitigation.  These are both accompanied by 
a series of Actions which are required to implement change.  

ACTIONS: 

 ◦ Commission a practical 
“good practice” guide for 
the installation of building 
services plant within the St. 
James’s boundary.

 ◦ Place a financial burden on 
new developments in the 
area which do not make 
use or contribute to district 
energy. The contributions 
will go towards a more 
sustainable energy solution 
for the area.

 ◦ Mandate compliance 
with the highest levels 
of Building Research 
Establishment 
Environmental Assessment 
Method (BREEAM) and 
Code for Sustainable 
Homes, for new 
developments.

 ◦ Commission an ongoing 
series of noise surveys 
to monitor noise levels 
and identify areas for 
improvement.

 ◦ Create a simple checklist 
approach for residents to 
follow up on noise issues.

 ◦ Strengthening and 
improving the enforcement 
process in partnership with 
Westminster City Council.  
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1. BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

FIGURE 1 - Site map showing the Trust’s Area of Benefit and core area of St. James’s.

1. BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

1.1. BACKGROUND TO STUDY

The historic St. James’s Ward lies in the south east of the City of 
Westminster, accompanying many of the nations most important 
buildings and spaces. Physically, it is the largest Ward in the city; 
bordered to the south by Vincent and Warwick Squares, to the 
west by Knightsbridge and Belgravia and to the north by the West 
End. The site area is one of character and contrast. The adjacent 
entertainment districts of Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square 
provide linkages to the bordering green areas of St. James’s and 
Green Parks, the historic St. James`s Square and its 17th Century 
heritage.

Designated a Conservation Area in 1969, St. James’s historic 
core has over 150 Listed Buildings in the area around the Palace 
including historic galleries, courts, alleyways and independent 
shops, clubs and offices straddling 17th, 18th and early 19th 
century influences.

The density of uses in the area has risen significantly. The Ward 
is struggling to accommodate the intensity of new development 
- commercial restaurants and offices, shops and returning high 
quality housing - whilst supporting the preservation of original 
character and modern standards of public health.

The demand for space in St. James’s is high, and consequently 
there are constant and ongoing refurbishment works, often 
including the upgrade and replacement of building services. 
Recent refurbishment schemes have received wide-ranging 
criticism for inadequate planning and overbearing plant and 
building design. Proposed HVAC (Heating, Ventilation and 
Cooling) schemes in particular, must be sensitive to Listed 

Buildings, and may require consents1.

The St. James’s Conservation Trust is seeking to preserve and 
modernise the quality of living and working conditions, and to 
support the intensity of uses within the area, however in doing this 
it is also keen to :

• Promote high standards of planning and architecture in,  
or affecting, the area;

• Secure the preservation, protection, development and 
improvement of features of historic, or public, interest, in the 
area; and

• Maintain the character and atmosphere of the area.
   
Westminster’s triple role as a place where people live and visit, 
as well as a thriving business and commercial centre, raises clear 
management issues. In the run up to the City of Westminster 
Noise Strategy (2009)2; participants expressed the highest 
dissatisfaction in regard to ‘Housing’ and ‘Environmental Health’ 
services, which was unchanged from 2008. The intensity of 
building uses in the area has led to increased environmental 
pressures. Poor environmental health has been linked to an 
increase in commercial, entertainment and office premises and 
their associated impacts.

Major issues include noise and air pollution (at street level and 
from existing rooftop HVAC), low maintenance and access 
(servicing), a lack of public space and traffic congestion. 
Accordingly, remedies have been .... the City Council provides 
better reassurances for strong action including the proactive use 
of noise officers, noise abatement zones, traffic fines and drunken 
and disorderly controls. The struggle to meet enforcement 
demands, particularly of building and planning controls however, 
remains a key issue highlighted in the St. James’s Conservation 
Trust area.  

1“Supplementary Planning Guidance on Sustainable Buildings”,  
Westminster City Council Publication, 2003 

2“A Report of the Public Consultation on the Noise Strategy Issues and Options Report”,  
Chris Armstrong, 2009
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

1.2. THE ISSUES

1.2.1. Noise

Over 19,000 complaints about noise were made to the City Council’s 
twenty-four hour noise team in 2008-09, with 29% of residents stating that 
noise is worsening.3 Noise levels in the core area, particularly at night, 
are well above World Health Organisation recommended levels. Primary 
noise complaints are linked to the rise in entertainment and commercial 
premises (pubs, clubs and restaurants) and their associated impacts, 
including building services and construction, traffic and emergency 
service sirens, noise from tourists and drunken people, waste disposal 
and pests. The introduction of a Noise Officer and Noise Abatement Team 
has had effect but noise from developments has risen and is having 
serious health implications.

The majority of interior noise incidents are caused, or exacerbated by 
buildings. Fan-assisted air-conditioning plant, forced/induced draught 
boilers which integrate a fan, fan coil heating & cooling units/AHU’s, 
intake and exhaust ducts, heat pump compressors, flues and VRF 
condensing equipment are the main noise sources and night time noise 
from such sources are a frequent cause of complaint to Westminster City 
Council. Noise problems are exacerbated by inefficient duct work and the 
poor containment and insulation of plant equipment.

Prevention of noise from plant and equipment is most effectively achieved 
by good initial planning and design. The location of sound-emitting 
equipment should be carefully considered, account being taken of the 
proximity of such equipment to residential windows and of the possible 
barrier effects arising from breaks in the line of sight. Units should be 
placed or ducted away from sensitive receptor positions; windows, 
neighbouring bedrooms, offices, multiple walls and corners. Policy ENV 6: 
Westminster Noise Strategy suggests that all mechanical, ventilation and 
ducting equipment should be contained within the building envelope. All 
air handling equipment at rooftop will need to be extensively attenuated to 
mitigate noise.

1.2.2. Aesthetics / Damage to Rooftop Architecture

Maintaining the traditional aesthetics of the area is important. Current 
architectural influences are a 16th to 18th century grid-pattern of 
streets, combined with modern contemporary infill schemes (i.e. new 
developments such as new residential, offices, shops and growth trend 
for refreshments) that tend to respect the materials, proportions and 
layouts of adjoining properties and their facades. New developments and 
refurbishment must respect the uniformity of character. 

A variety of rooftop styles are very acceptable as long as they provide a 
richness and vitality that interests viewers (through colour and materials 
and detailing or design) but not at the cost of destroying the coherent 
character of the street. Continuous cornices, fascias and facades of the 
same rooftop height, act as strong unifying features and allow for an 
endless ‘internal’ variety in the design of individual buildings.

The rooftop landscape is a protected view. Accordingly, Listed Building 
regulations restrict rooftop alterations, while planning guidance from the 
Westminster council do give specific suggestions as to how rooftop plant 
can be installed sensitively and not detrimentally effect the character of 
the roofscape. As can be seen in the case studies (on pages 32-45) these 
guidelines are not always upheld.

In addition to the aesthetic issues from improperly installed and or 
maintained plant, air pollution impacts on the health and ecosystems 
surround buildings, as well as the building materials. Worse in the past 
but still prevalent are high levels of sulphur dioxide present in boiler flue 
exhausts which attack buildings by producing acid rain and eroding their 
facades (especially limestone and marble). More directly is the impact 
of “pattern staining” from inappropriately located and installed exhaust 
ventilation from kitchens or general air circulation systems.  

  3“Westminster Noise Strategy 2010-2015”, 
The City of Westminster, 2009 
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

1.2.3. Air Quality

The Local Air Quality Management (LAQM) survey, 20124 ; identified that 
concentrations of two regulated pollutants, known to adversely affect 
human health; nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and particles (PM10) regularly 
exceed the air quality standard in Westminster, despite actions following 
Westminster’s Air Quality Strategy and Action Plan (2001)5 . 

The London Air Quality Network (2012) highlighted that low density 
areas, adjacent to open spaces (i.e. Horseferry, South of St. James’s) 
had the lowest pollution levels, while highest levels were linked to main 
roads and major junctions (the A40; Marylebone Road and the Westway, 
Edgware Road, Oxford Street and Trafalgar). Overall, St. James’s ward 
had comparatively lower levels of air pollution than the other wards. Yet, 
one third (35%) of participants surveyed, expressed that they are directly 
affected by air pollution, due to the intensity of building uses in the area. 

Westminster is a pollutant basin, fed by a dense network of roads, high 
volume of vehicles and pedestrian movement, land use and development 
that prevents the dispersal of pollutants. Residents sleep with the 
windows shut and rely on air conditioning. Over 40% of Westminster’s 
total NOX emissions and nearly 12% of particulates will be derived from 
combustion of gas for heating space and water, by 2015.  Increasing 
the level of commercial development only exacerbates the problem as 
discussed in “common issues”.

4 “Draft Air Quality Action Plan”,
Westminster City Council, 2011 

Mansard Roofs 
(right) can be used to 
accommodate a range 
of plant and building 
services equipment, 
and are a common sight 
in St. James’s, as a 
feature of the traditional 
architectural building 
style, as seen on the left

MID-VICTORIAN 
HOUSE WITH 
MANSARD ROOF 
EXTENSION

DOUBLE PITCH ROOF

MANSARD ROOF

An example of a mansard extension 
is shown on a typical residential 
building of the Victorian period in 
axonometric projection. The adjacent 
roof is the original valley roof form 
running from front to back. 

The mansard roof is 
advocated as the best 
way to meet functional and 
visual criteria when considering 
roof extensions in the majority of 
buildings in the City.

Party walls raised from BEHIND front 
parapet wall to follow profile of roof 
extension — 375mm. minimum upstand. 

Stacks containing active flues 
should be raised at least 1000mm 
above the roof covering.

Tanks to be WITHIN roof 
profile - bulkhead above stairs 

is a possible location.

This  
area can be used  

to accommodate tanks,  
plant or a lift over-run.

The height of the double-pitch roof should be kept to a MINIMUM for 
visual reasons with the second pitch not  exceeding 30º. In deep plan 
buildings it may be appropriate to create a central flat or valley section 

between pitches to avoid excessively high roofs.

70º max. angle 
of pitch

30º max. angle of second pitch

70º max. angle of pitch

Scale 1:100

5“Air Quality Strategy and Action Plan”, 
Westminster City Council, 2001
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

1.3 METHODOLOGY OF THIS STUDY

This study has been compiled by engineering and design professionals 
who have a working knowledge of the buildings and issues within the St. 
James’s area. The study broadly comprises the following components / 
stages:

• A description of Common Issues relating to the design, specification, 
installation and operation of building services at roof level;

• Desktop study of planning policies and design guidance. This review 
picks out the main guidance available to developers, designers and 
installers who are in a position to influence the impacts on the rooftop 
architecture within St. James’s as a result of development and 
refurbishment; 

• Case study analysis from the rooftop of a typical residence in the 
heart of St. James’s, highlighting the issues and spotting potential 
improvements. This is supported by a further desktop study of 
other buildings within the vicinity using internet aerial photography 
to identify and highlight other buildings within the St. James’s ward 
which demonstrate areas of good and bad design;

• Conclusions and recommendations for ways in which the current 
situation could be improved through preventative measures or 
mitigation; and

• An action plan for the next steps to be taken to achieve an 
improvement to the current situation.

The methodology for the study combined a desktop review of aerial photography, and also visual inspection from pavement height and at 
rooftop levels. 
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

2. COMMON ISSUES 
There are as many different types and configurations of rooftop plant as 
there are buildings within the St. James’s Conservation Trust core area, 
however, there are common themes in the main causes of visual and 
acoustic problems they generate. The biggest issues tend to arise from 
the following:

1. Cooling / heat rejection plant;

2. General ventilation plant;

3. Kitchen ventilation plant;

4. Services distribution (pipes, ducts, cables);

5. Renewable / low carbon technology; 

6. Audio/Visual Equipment (Satellite, Aerials, Phone Masts); and

6. Water Management (Water storage / management).

This list is far from exclusive and each building must be considered on 
its merits. Whereas the purpose of this report is to focus on visual and 
acoustic impacts, there are a number of other interrelated issues which 
should be considered:

• Function of the plant;
• Impact on air quality;
• Fire safety; and
• Installation and maintenance of the plant.

Similarly there is no single right answer as to how to service every 
building within the St. James’s area. The services required for a particular 
building each perform a function which is necessary to operate that 
building in a particular way. Assuming that industry good practice / 
regulations and standards have been followed then the service will have 
been installed in the most efficient manner to balance the functional 
needs and the aspiration of the client.
 

The most significant impacts can often be found very early on in the 
decision making process. Before considering what is the best way of 
locating air conditioning plant and a large, obtrusive air handling system, 
the design team should first consider whether the building can be better 
served by natural ventilation?

This is not always possible given the location of St. James’s, the air 
quality and urban heat island effect making the area hot, humid and the 
air “unbreathable”. The problem is self-perpetuating in that the more 
mechanical plant is used to remedy the problem, the worse the problem 
will become. 

There are design practices which consider the natural harmony between 
the building and its internal environment. “Building Physics” can be used 
to reduce and in some circumstances remove the need for mechanical 
and electrical plant from the built environment and this should always be 
preferred. 
Once having reduced the problem, there are more options available to 
the designer which reduce the need for large plant installations. As they 
are smaller there are more opportunities to locate them within the building 
and away from the rooftops altogether.

District systems are also becoming more common within London and 
form part of the Mayor of London’s “London Plan”. Considering a building 
in isolation will always be more inefficient from a servicing point of view 
than a collection of buildings, served from a common heating and cooling 
system, with the advantage of locating the main plant items remotely from 
the building which you are trying to protect. 

Certain buildings will always have a rooftop plant requirement however 
and the scenarios discussed on the following pages look at common 
issues on an individual level.
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ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

2.1. ROOF LEVEL SERVICES PLANT TYPES AND EQUIPMENT

2.1.1. Cooling / heat rejection plant

Depending on the scale of the installation, there are a number of different 
strategies for specifying a cooling system. The diagram shown here is 
typical of a small domestic or light commercial application. 

This particular system is a “split system” which combines the refrigeration 
and heat rejection elements into a single external “condenser” unit.
The system offers flexibility in installation and hence is widely used in 
refurbishment projects.

In general, cooling systems can be divided into the following three stages:

HEAT REJECTION

REFRIGERATION

ROOM TERMINAL

HEAT

HEAT

COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS ACTIONS
External noise.
Unsightly.
Require regular access for maintenance.
“Split-Systems” require 1 external unit for each 
room
Inefficient (space, energy).

Low noise or attenuated external units, acoustic 
screens.
Use alternative systems which require larger, single 
external units to serve a number of different indoor 
terminals for improved efficiency and space impact.
Connect to a district cooling system where available. 

New developments 
especially by the Crown 
Estate do address 
these issues. Case 
Studies can be given 
to all new developer’s 
teams.

Figure 3 - Cooling / heat rejection plant

condenser unit

room terminal
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COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS
External noise.
Unsightly.
Require regular access for maintenance.
Plant is heavy and will require a reinforced structure.
Small risk to public health (e.g. Legionnaire’s disease) with water based systems such as cooling 
towers.

Low noise or attenuated external units, acoustic 
screens.
Regular and appropriate maintenance should avoid any 
risk of public health issues.
Connect to a district cooling system where available.
Vibration isolation of plant.

Figure 3 - Centralised cooling plant for intensive loads

Smaller installations as shown in the previous example tend to use 
refrigerant as the medium to transfer heat through the system. 

Larger installations tend to require a secondary medium such as 
chilled water (CHW).

Again there are various strategies and the most common is to specify 
a unit which combines the refrigeration cycle and heat rejection but 
produces chilled water instead of cooled refrigerant. This is referred to as 
a “packaged chiller”.

The example shown opposite has separate refrigeration and heat 
rejection element. This is helpful where roof space is limited, or has a low 
load bearing capacity.

Larger, centralised plant systems are typically more efficient to run and 
require less overall external space for plant.

heat rejection unit

refrigeration 
unit
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Ventilation or “Air Handling” plant is often required in larger non-domestic 
buildings to provide occupants with a source of external air. 

The ventilation system is also sometimes used as the primary source 
of heating and cooling for a building. Other more specific air ventilation 
systems may be required for communal WC facilities, utility spaces, 
smoke clearance, specific work process and kitchens as discussed below.

In the refurbishment of historic buildings the designer must be careful 
to consider both the external and internal impacts as large ductwork 
installations may require significant space within the building itself.

Depending on the purpose of the installation, the location of air inlets and 
exhausts are often critical to the local air quality.  Exhausts may have to 
extend a certain height above existing property roof levels for functional 
reasons, which can exacerbate their visual impact. 

COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS
External noise.
Unsightly.
Require regular access for maintenance.
Air quality.
Fire risk.
Pests.

Low noise or attenuated units, acoustic screens where mounted externally.
Natural ventilation is always a preferred strategy although not always possible due 
to the climate in central London and the use of the building. 
Careful sighting of inlets and exhaust.
Vibration isolation of plant.

Figure 4 - General ventilation plant

2.1.2. General ventilation plant

ventilation rooftop exhaust

air inlet / vent
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Commercial kitchens give rise to a number of issues with regards to 
ventilation systems. The kitchen extract system is the most critical 
element of kitchen M&E (Mechanical and Electrical) plant. It removes 
heat, odour and smoke at source, combined with a cooling supply 
ventilation system (particularly required in central London) keeps the 
kitchen operational.

The kitchen ventilation will also be interlocked with the restaurant’s gas 
supply and fire safety system to prevent any undue fire risk. Depending 
on the type of food being prepared (in particular heavy grilling and spicy 
food) smells, grease and smoke are common problems with kitchen 
extract ventilation.

The grease, smoke and smells can be treated by special plant equipment 
within the extract system however, the preference will always be to 
locate the kitchen exhaust away from any adjacent windows / occupied 
premises, although this can mean large amounts of rooftop ducting is 
required, which in itself becomes a visual impact.

Air flow rates are high by necessity which makes the ventilation system 
noisy. 

2.1.3. Kitchen ventilation plant

Figure 5 - Kitchen ventilation plant

Extract fan and ductwork 
needs to be accessible for 
regular deep cleaning to avoid 
problems with grease and 
smell carry-over. This is not 
always practical in refurbished 
historical buildings.

COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS
External noise.
Grease, smell carry-over (damages facades).
Require regular access for maintenance.
Unsightly & staining of local facade.
Fire risk. Pests.

Locate exhaust outlet away from occupied / populated 
areas.
High specification of extract system.
Good, regular maintenance and cleaning regime.

ventilation rooftop exhaust
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2.1.4. Services Distribution

Building services are essential for the operation and “life” of a building. 
As buildings age, their function and requirements change as do the 
technologies for meeting those requirements. 

Refurbishment of historic buildings is often difficult due to limitations on 
the amount of work that can be done altering the structure and materials. 
If done sensitively however the addition of new services need not detract 
from the historic nature of the building itself.

There are however, minimum requirements that should always be met 
e.g. the clean air act which dictates the height and specification of a new 
boiler flue. 

Figure 6 - 
Poorly addressed building 
services running along 
building exterior, including (L-R) 
Electrical Cables, Boiler Flues, 
Central Heating or Cooling, Pipes, 
Ventilation Ductwork.

COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS
Unsightly.
Require access for maintenance.
Fire risk.

Running services internally.
Masking of services which are run externally by artificial facades or using existing 
architectural features.
Painting of services so as to blend more with the surroundings .

Final Report with Endorsements.indd   20 02/04/2014   13:00:44



21

ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

The drive towards making buildings more sustainable, and the promotion 
of ‘green’ and renewable technologies has led to an increase in the 
amount of rooftop equipment that is dedicated to helping a building 
meet sustainability targets, including the Greater London Authority’s 
requirements that all new buildings achieve at least 20% of their energy 
requirements through renewable means.  This means that many 
schemes, both new build and retrofit, will include equipment such as Wind 
Turbines,  Photo voltaic Cells (PV), or Solar water heating.  These are 
sometimes installed flat on the roof, or on angled stands.  

2.1.5. Renewable / low carbon technology

Figure 7 - Proprietary rooftop renewable energy systems

COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS
Unsightly.
Require access for maintenance.
Noise and vibration.

Improve the passive performance of buildings prior to specifying such 
equipment.
Choose equipment which won’t detract from the local architecture. 
Incorporate the equipment with existing / planned architectural features.

Photovoltaic (PV) Cells
Diagrammatic Roof Wind Turbine

Solar Water Heating (SWH)
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2.1.6. Other 

Figure 8 - Audio/visual equipment Figure 9 - Water storage & management

Television / Radio Aerial Rooftop Water Tank
Satellite Dish
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Figure 10 - Mobile Phone Masts / Antennae

COMMON ISSUES COMMON IMPROVEMENTS
Unsightly.
Require access for maintenance.

Identify and remove obsolete equipment
Choose equipment which won’t detract from the local architecture. 
Incorporate the equipment with existing or planned architectural features.
Locate internally where feasible.

Aside from those already mentioned, roofs may also be used to house 
a variety of other equipment, such as water tanks, aerials and satellite 
dishes, or mobile phone and telecommunications equipment.  The latter 
two groups will often require a clear line of sight to operated efficiently, 
and this can further worsen their visual impact as they will be installed at 
the highest or most prominent positions.  

Rooftop Water Tank
Mobile Phone Masts / Antennae
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3. DESKTOP LITERATURE REVIEW 
3.1. CITY OF WESTMINSTER POLICIES AND  
 GUIDANCE 

Westminster City Council offer guidance on how to comply with local 
planning policy in the form of Supplementary Planning Documents 
(SPD’s). The SPDs are gradually replacing the Supplementary Planning 
Guidance (SPG) documents, although many SPGs are still in use. Both 
SPGs and SPDs form part of the Local Development Framework (LDF), 
the Unitary Development Plan (UDP) and the Core Strategy which. All 
of which are Westminster Council’s interpretation of national planning 
policies.

3.1.1. Unitary Development Plan:

The UDP6  gives specific advice about the targets to be set relating to 
planning applications. The specific targets and planning conditions will be 
agreed with the planning officer in relative to a particular application. The 
UDP also gives references to second tier documents which cover each 
area in more detail.

Chapter 9 is focussed on sustainability and a better quality of 
environment. 

The following policies give specific targets, on various aspects of 
environmental performance relative to established guidelines:

Env 5 -  Air Pollution
Env 6 -  Noise Pollution
Env 7 -  Controlling Noise from Plant, Machinery and 

 Internal Activity
Env 10 -  Light Pollution
Env 13 -  Protecting Amenities, Daylight, Sunlight and    

 Environmental Quality

The points to note from reviewing these policies are that for most no hard 
target are set for the control of air pollution, other than it needs to be 
managed in line with national planning policy (particularly for “risk” areas). 
However,  ENV 6 (noise pollution), gives very specific targets and refers 
to the guideline values set by the World Health Organisation (WHO):

“...for environments outside living areas in the daytime and 
evening, when noise above 55 dB (LAeq.T) can cause serious 
annoyance and when noise above 50 dB (LAeq.T) can cause 
moderate annoyance; and outside bedrooms at night, when 
noise above 45 dB (LAeq.T) can cause sleep disturbance. 
Also of relevance is the guideline level of 70 dB (LAeq.T), to 
prevent hearing impairment, for indoor and outdoor noise 
in commercial, industrial, shopping and traffic areas...”

Env 7 builds on these guidelines and gives specific criteria relevant to 
plant and machinery. 

Env 10 (Light Pollution) refers to national planning policies and does not 
give any specific targets. 

Env 13 does give rise to an interesting point:

“...developers to demonstrate that their proposals will 
not give rise to unacceptable micro-climatic conditions...”

Whereas the guidance refers specifically to the turbulent effects which 
could arise due to the location and form of buildings, it also refers to the 
impact on amenity and shared space as well as adjacent buildings. An 
inappropriately designed HVAC (Heating Ventilation and Cooling) system 
will equally give rise to similar problems.  

6 “Unitary Development Plan (UDP”, 
City of Westminster, 2007 / 2010
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Chapter 10: Urban Design and Conservation

This chapter is focussed on the Westminster townscape and balancing 
the needs of preserving the character of existing architecture as well as 
allowing the provision of new developments and amenities. Of particular 
note are:

DES 5 - Alterations and Extensions
DES 6 - Roof Level Alterations and Extensions

DES 5&6 both mention the architectural impacts of plant machinery and 
services. Both suggest that whereas the installations may be necessary, 
the preference will always be to place them internally, minimise the 
size and disguise their existence using architectural features which are 
sympathetic to their surroundings.

3.1.2. SPDs and SPGs

The SPD’s give non-statutory guidance to the public, applicants and 
developers when making planning applications and are replacing the 
previous Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG documents). The 
SPGs are still applicable where they have not been superseded and a 
timetable for replacement is given in the Local Development Framework 
(LDF). The most relevant advice to this study is still in the form of SPGs 
as summarised below:

3.1.2.1. Lighting Up The City

Gives generic guidelines for exterior lighting and refers to local design 
and conservation officers. The document does capture twelve principles 
of good exterior lighting:

1. Only illuminate buildings of architectural interest. 

2. Lighting should not be used where it may intrude upon 
residential properties. 

3. Lighting units should be discreet and should not compromise 
the architectural integrity of the building. 

4. Schemes should accord with the special architectural features 
of the building. 

5. Lighting should take account of nearby schemes and have 
regard to the total lighting effect in the area. 

6. Installations should not damage listed buildings. 

7. Schemes should minimise light pollution and maximise energy 
efficiency. 

8. The quality and strength of the light should take account of the 
nature of the building materials to be illuminated. 

9. Professional advice should be sought from lighting consultants 
and planners. 

10. Management and maintenance programmes should be 
devised to ensure consistent and continued lighting display. 

11. Schemes should be an integral part of new developments. 

12. Planning and listed building consents should be sought where 
necessary.

3.1.2.2. Development and Demolition in Conservation Areas

The document makes specific reference to the UDP policy DES7J for 
guidance on the visual impact of rooftop and exterior plant:

J.7 Extraneous fixtures such as telecommunications 
equipment, satellite dishes, ducts, water tanks and air 
conditioning plant are often located at roof level. They can 
have a serious adverse impact on the appearance of buildings 
and conservation areas. These items should be located to 
minimise their visual impact. Ideally they should be located 
within the envelope of the roof so that they are not visible from 
the surrounding area. If this is not possible, then they should 
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be located in the least visually obtrusive location and screened 
by an appropriately designed enclosure, which respects the 
architectural character of the building. The enclosure itself 
should be designed to have minimal impact on the appearance 
of the building and the surrounding area. 

J.8 Ducts should be routed internally if this is possible. For 
example, sometimes they can be run up existing chimney 
flues. Otherwise they must be located where they have least 
visual impact, e.g. within an internal lightwell. 

They should be finished to reduce their impact further. This may mean 
cladding with a suitable material, e.g. brick, or at the very least, painted 
to match the adjacent facing materials. In some cases proposals for a 
change of use which requires ducting may be resisted on the grounds 
that the ducting would be unacceptable. It will normally be necessary for 
planning applications relating to restaurant or café use to show how any 
ducting will be accommodated.

3.1.2.3. Satellite Dishes - A Guide To Installation, Siting 
 And Design

This SPG document gives specific and detailed advice with regards to 
the installation of satellite dishes, the preferred location and advice on 
whether planning permission should be sought. 

3.1.2.4. A Planning Guide For Food And Drink Premises

The document does give quite specific advice on the installation, location 
and treatment of external services such as external ductwork. The 
guidance though is very generic on the treatment of major rooftop plant, 
indicating that the preference will always be to locate it internally where 
possible and at the very minimum screen it at roof level.

The document does also re-iterate the preferences of the UDP to install 
dry cooling systems in preference to wet. The type and function of 
cooling systems is dealt with elsewhere in this document however it is 
the observation of the author that this particular advice can be counter-
productive. Wet cooling systems do generate the risk of Legionella 

bacteria, although the risk can be managed through good maintenance 
on site. Wet cooling systems are more space efficient and a prerequisite 
of certain types of conditioning plant (in particular Tri-generation, which 
links in to the preferences of the London plan).

3.1.2.5. Roofs - A Guide To Alterations And Extensions On 
 Domestic Buildings

This document does give specific advice on roof level plant and pipework 
relative to domestic buildings. The guidance however is still generic and 
re-states the preference to always locate plant internally where possible 
or disguise it using sympathetic architectural features (e.g a deep plan 
mansard roof).

3.1.2.6. Supplementary Planning Guidance On Sustainable 
Buildings

This document provides an overview of the sustainability issues which 
affect modern construction and applies it to Westminster. The document 
does not give any specific performance criteria or offer any particular 
guidance apart from the highlighting the topics which are important for 
sustainable buildings. 

These issues will be addressed in the most part by a BREEAM (Building 
Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Methodology) 
assessment if undertaken for a new build or major refurbishment for non-
domestic premises, or equally the code for sustainable homes relative to 
domestic properties. 

Of particular note is the section on energy which gives rise to some of the 
most difficult problems with the relationship between building services 
and historic buildings / new buildings in a historic townscape. In particular 
are the issues with the treatment of fabric for insulation, air tightness, 
daylight / natural ventilation, high performance building services and in 
particular the specification of on-site renewables technology.   In Section 
3 -Design, the document also states the following in regard of roofscape 
design:

“...Roofs in urban locations are often overlooked from adjoining 
buildings and a proliferation of visible external plant should be 
avoided....”
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3.1.2.7. Planning Enforcement 

Westminster council acknowledges that planning enforcement is a 
very complex area due the Town and country planning act which seeks 
to balance the freedom owners to use or alter their property as they 
wish with the need to safeguard the amenities of their neighbours and 
conserving historic buildings. 

The enforcement legislation is also complicated by the amount of central 
government advice.  

The Westminster Council document “A Guide to Planning Enforcement in 
Westminster” states the following:

“ Planning enforcement action can only be taken when something 
has been done without the appropriate permission/consent. Planning 
permission and/or Listed Building or advertisement consent maybe 
required for: 

• carrying out building works e.g. construction of buildings or extensions 
and certain external alterations; 

• demolition work or alterations (external and internal) to listed 
buildings; 

• certain material changes of use of land or buildings; 
• certain advertising signs; and 
• non-compliance with conditions attached to permissions or consents.” 

The enforcement procedure itself is summarised in the adjacent chart 
(Fig.11), which re-affirms that enforcement can be a long process with 
significant resource and legal costs at many stages.  

Figure 11 - Westminster Planning Enforcement Progress Chart
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3.2. GREATER LONDON AUTHORITY POLICY SUMMARIES 

The policies for spatial planning are all contained within the Greater 
London Authority’s document titled “The London Plan, Spatial 
development strategy for greater London”.

Of Particular relevance to this study are the ambitions to create more 
sustainable buildings which add value to the city’s rich heritage. The 
targets set out for new developments in terms of noise are listed in 
policy 4A.20 which is aimed at actively reducing the effects of noise from 
development proposals. 
Redevelopment of heritage areas not exempt from sustainability planning 
although should take place “sensitively”.

The document also highlights the GLA ambition to create more energy 
networks within London:

Policy 4A.5 : Provision of heating and cooling networks
Boroughs should ensure that all DPDs identify and safeguard 
existing heating and cooling networks and maximise the 
opportunities for providing new networks that are supplied by 
decentralised energy.

Boroughs should ensure that all new development is designed to 
connect to the heating and cooling network. The Mayor will and 
boroughs should work in partnership to identify and to establish 
network opportunities, to ensure the delivery of these networks 
and to maximise the potential for existing developments to 
connect to them.

The purpose will be to address the Carbon Dioxide emissions which 
arise as a result of operating new and existing buildings. The intention 
will be to have highly efficient heating and cooling plant located in new 
major developments or in specific locations. The plant and buildings will 
be connected by an infrastructure network of pipes in a similar manner to 
other utilities. 

The benefit for the St. James’s area will be the reduced need for major 
plant installations, although the development of the buried piped energy 
networks will need to be addressed sensitively at street level. 

TV Aerials on top of this building compete for 
attention with the traditional flag poles that are 
mounted at roof level.
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3.3. REVIEW OF INDUSTRY GUIDANCE

Industry bodies such as the Chartered Institute of Building Services 
Engineers (CIBSE), Building Services Research and Information 
Association (BSRIA), the Building Research Establishment (BRE), and 
the Building and Engineering Services Association (B&ES, formally the 
HVCA) provide designers, operators and installers with practical guidance 
on Building Services. 

In 2002, CIBSE published the “Guide to building services for historic 
buildings” which is the most appropriate document for designers of 
buildings and refurbishments in the historic area of St. James’s. The 
document itself comprises a collection of 15 case studies demonstrating 
how building services can be sensitively treated with respect to historic 
buildings. The document does not give comprehensive advice on how to 
meet performance standards or how to solve the issues surrounding the 
refurbishment of historic buildings or new developments in historic areas.

In January 2005, DEFRA produced the most comprehensive document 
relating to commercial kitchens to date titled “Guidance on the Control 
of Odour and Noise from Commercial Kitchen Exhaust Systems”. The 
document gives designers, developers and installers practical advice 
on how to reach the best technical standards of performance from 
commercial kitchens and how they can be applied to buildings. 
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This high level photograph shows the 
expansive areas of rooftop plant and 
equipment that is installed on typical   
buildings in St. James’s.   31
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4.1. DIRECTLY OBSERVED HIGH AND LOW LEVEL ISSUES

Figure 12 - Corner of Bury Street and Ryder Street

The plant here has been screened from street level 
by louvres which also allow the requisite air to cool 
the equipment. The building behind has very obvious 
telecommunications aerials located adjacent to the 
perimeter of the building making it obtrusive from 
street view.

4. CASE STUDIES
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The plant here has been screened from street level 
by louvres which also allow the requisite air to cool 
the equipment.

Figure 13 - Corner of King Street and St. James’s Street 
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Figure 14 - 32-33 St. James’s Place

Split Air Conditioning Units  tend to create noise 
and vibration issues. An environmental impact 
assessment would have taken place during the 
planning process to ensure local residents won’t be 
adversely affected by the noise. 

The reason for the planning requirement is to prevent 
a creep in the ambient noise levels of the local area. 
By specifying equipment which will operate at more 
than 10db below the ambient background level is that 
the plant will effectively be swamped by other noise 
hence minimising the rise in background levels as 
items are added.

In this example, all the plant equipment has been 
located so as not to be visible from street level. 

Final Report with Endorsements.indd   35 02/04/2014   13:01:09



36

ROOFTOP ARCHITECTURE IN ST. JAMES’S
VISUAL AND AURAL IMPACTS STUDY

Inline with planning recommendations, this ventilation 
duct (assumed to be some form of kitchen extract) 
has been located so as to discharge above roof level, 
so as not to create issues with air quality. It may 
not have been possible to locate the duct within the 
building, so it was painted to resemble the colour 
of the surrounding building facades. Depending on 
whether the adjacent rooms are occupied, this could 
lead to severe noise issues. The duct itself is also 
showing signs of weathering.

Figure 15 -  Rear of Little St. James’s Street
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Figure 16 - Blue Ball Yard

At a low level, the boiler flues in this image have 
been partially hidden by brickwork to fit in with the 
surrounding architecture in the style of a traditional 
chimney stack (see detail image, left).  However, at 
upper levels they are then exposed with a reflective 
chrome effect finish, which makes them highly 
visible. 

This low structure is an emergency escape from the 
London Underground station below. Residents have 
complained about noise from maintenance personnel 
using this to access the station.
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The buildings shown in this image are the rear 
aspects which form a courtyard space, common 
in St. James’s. Courtyards present an attractive 
amenity space, providing light and air to the 
surrounding buildings. In other locations they have 
been used as plant space, for large ventilation and 
chiller / heat rejection units. This has a potential 
for creating a very warm and noisy micro-climate 
which does affect the neighbouring buildings and the 
performance of the plant equipment itself. 

The air handling equipment in this image has been 
executed well. Set back from the edge of the roof to 
minimise visual impact from street level. The plant 
has been surrounded by an acoustic enclosure to 
minimise noise breakout to surrounding areas and 
kept to a low aspect so as not to add “bulk” to the 
overall building. 

The ductwork on the adjacent building has been 
located externally and painted in the same colour 
as the building facade. The adjacent cat-ladder is 
a permanent means of access to the plant on the 
flat roof. Although the ductwork has been located 
to avoid odours to the adjacent areas, there are still 
likely to be noise issues and heat gain preventing 
occupants from opening the windows. An alternative 
would have been to enclose the ductwork in an 
architectural feature with suitable fire protection. 

Figure 17 - Rear of Park Place
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Figure 18 - Roof of The Stafford Hotel

The restaurant owner in this example shows a 
purpose – built external plant room, fully weather 
proofed with permanent access and a kitchen extract 
located above. The installation adds “bulk” and 
mass to the building, as it is the tallest structure in 
the surrounding area. The problem might have been 
reduced if the plant within could have been specified 
fit for external use and the enclosure might not have 
been necessary.

 The kitchen extract shown here has a noise 
attenuating device fitted, although was not included 
originally. This was added as a direct result 
of neighbour complaints of noise similar to an 
aeroplane taking off. In reality the effect is quite 
similar and a direct result of fast moving air travelling 
at high pressure through an opening. 
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Figure 19 - Carlton House, Carlton House Terrace 

4.2. SATELLITE IMAGES OF THE VICINITY

CARLTON HOUSE, CARLTON HOUSE TERRACE 
Minimal plant at roof level, assumed cooling only for 
small areas of the building.

Nothing is observable from street level.
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Figure 20 - Stirling Square, Carlton Gardens

STIRLING SQUARE, CARLTON GARDENS
Significant rooftop plant indicating fully cooled 
offices.

Plant is at high level roof masked from street level by 
an enclosure wall, due to the height of the building 
and nearby greenery it’s not possible to observe the 
plant from street level.
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Figure 21 - Peninsular House,  Pall Mall. 

PENINSULAR HOUSE, PALL MALL.
Clearly visible significant cooling plant.

Shielded from view at street level.

Densely packed buildings, likely to cause vibration 
and noise problems with adjacent buildings.
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Figure 22 - 45 Pall Mall

45 PALL MALL
Purposefully built architectural enclosure to disguise 
plant, as part of mansard roof design.

High and far enough away to not cause 
environmental issues.

Possible compromise in performance of plant due to 
restricted air circulation around it
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Figure 23 - The Wolseley Restaurant, 160 Piccadilly

THE WOLSELEY RESTAURANT, 160 PICCADILLY
Enclosed courtyard used for services.

Not visible from the road / front. 

Smells contained at roof level.

Cooling plant creates noise for the rear of adjacent 
buildings, particularly apartments. The operation of 
the plant in an enclosed space also creates micro-
climates of warm air in the courtyard.
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This rooftop plant and vent has 
been screened in an attempt 
to make it blend in to it’s 
surroundings, however it has 
not been successful, and it is 
clearly visible from street level.

45
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5. RECOMMENDATIONS   
This study has identified areas of concern regarding the design, 
installation and operation of building services / plant at rooftop level in 
St. James’s. The main issues are those relating to noise, visual and air 
quality from improperly installed or maintained plant. We have discussed 
so far how these problems can arrive, how they have been observed and 
the planning policies designed to prevent such problems from arising. 

Planning rules, perversely, encourage the placing of roof plant on roofs, in 
the open. In particular there are two rules which significantly impinge on 
this area:
a) Gross external floor area calculations
b) Height restrictions.

Gross floor area calculations: gross floor areas are the measure of 
the size of the building for planning purposes. It is these areas which 
trigger all sorts of costs. For example the provision of residential 
accommodation, S106 contributions etc. are all calculated on the 
basis of the increase in the gross external floor area resulting from the 
development. They are calculated on the basis of  the area to the external 
face of all walls and include plant rooms. The value of the completed 
building, on the other hand, is calculated on the basis of the net lettable 
area; the internal area excluding stairs, toilets, plant rooms etc. So one 
of the skills of a developer is to maximise the net lettable floor area 
compared to the gross external floor area. This is sometimes known as 
the gross to net ratio; although it is usually expressed as the percentage 
that the lettable area is of the gross area; the higher the better from 
the developers point of view. Putting plant within the building envelope 
increases the gross external area without increasing the lettable area. For 
this reason it is rarely done. 

Height restrictions: similarly planning officers often seek to restrict 
the height of new buildings. Developers will clearly try to squeeze the 
maximum lettable floor space within the permitted height. Enclosing plant 
will again increase the height as a result of the structure plus the void 
necessary to provide a suitable space for air circulation.
As can be seen these rules perversely encourage plant to be placed 
on the roof in the open. If the rules could be adjusted to say that: “If it 
is considered desirable to enclose plant for visual or amenity purposes 
within a development in a conservation area, that gross floor area shall 
be disregarded in calculating the amount of residential accommodation 
which needs to be provided in order to comply with Policy CS1 and 
the S106 contributions. Similarly any additional building height shall 
be disregarded in calculating the height unless this should result in the 
building encroaching a Strategic view

It is clear that more can be done and so the recommendations focus on both 
how existing problems can be mitigated and how future problems may be 
prevented:

• Prevention 

 ◦ More practical guidance for designers, installers, clients, 
developers and owners, using a hierarchy of preferred strategies

 ◦ Better performance standards as set out by the Building Research 
Establishment (BREEAM or Code for sustainable homes)

• Mitigation 

 ◦ Detailed Surveying 

 ◦ Enforcement of planning conditions

 ◦ Simpler enforcement procedures
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5.1. PREVENTION

In terms of a policy framework, the existing UDP and supporting 
documents do impose requirements on proposed developments 
/ re-developments. The guidance however is disjointed and often 
contradictory, so as to offer little advice to key decision makers such as 
designers, developers, installers or building owners. The knowledge gap 
is met to a certain extent by industry case studies which demonstrate 
good practice, but a more holistic approach is required.  
 
Such guidance should be based on an initial hierarchy of measures 
intended to generate more sustainable buildings: 

1. Is there a need for rooftop plant? 
Can the need be met in other ways, for example can a cooling system be 
substituted by robust natural ventilation which takes into consideration 
local micro-climates, the urban heat island effect and future climate 
change. The answer may well be no, but the size and impact of the plant 
may be reduced significantly as a result.

2.  Can the building connect to a local energy network?
Perhaps as part of the planning process, developers may be required to 
prove that they have pursued this as an option, both with utility providers 
and neighbouring developments which could create their own small 
networks. One measure may to identify a small area away from the 
building that could be turned into a local energy centre with the potential 
to provide heating  and cooling to a number of other buildings in the area. 
The minimum requirement should be the provision of a connection to 
potential future energy networks.

3.  Can the plant be located within the building?
During the space planning process the design team should demonstrate 
that they have done everything reasonable to locate the plant internally

4.  Rooftop installations
This will be designated as the last resort and the guide should go on to 
look at typical installation problems and offer advice on good practice. 
This will be aimed at resolving the common problems and offer solutions 
such as good acoustic enclosures and design to minimise visual impact. 
 
The guidance should also set out what is reasonably expected as a good 
maintenance regime so as to minimise impacts throughout the working 
life of the building. This should also include a description of the treatment 
of continued energy control and monitoring.
 
It is also suggested that all new developments are assessed for their 
environmental performance using either BREEAM or Code for sustainable 
homes. Both assessments consider sustainability in developments in a 
holistic way and set high standards for performance.

Part of the remit of the assessments is to consider how well a new 
development integrates with its surroundings and would give targets for 
social sustainability. BREEAM do offer bespoke assessment schemes, so 
there would be an opportunity to develop something more specific to the 
St. James’s area. 
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5.2. MITIGATION

5.2.1. Further monitoring

From the observations made at various locations around the St. James’s 
area by the Trust & Advisors, it is apparent that there are buildings and 
installations which would not meet the current set of planning constraints, 
although may well have met the existing conditions at the time.

A more in depth and targeted noise survey would help to understand 
which buildings are particularly poor performers in terms of their 
environmental impacts. This would indicate where those buildings are 
located and the extent of the impact. Problems may be mitigated by re-
visiting the initial planning constraints for further enforcement. 

Where the buildings do meet the original constraints, but are still 
exhibiting negative noise / environmental impacts, they can be further 
monitored and assistance provided to the owner / occupiers to mitigate 
the effects they are having on the surrounding area.

Many problems can be mitigated through effective Planned Preventative 
Maintenance (PPM), there are still many issues which can lead to a 
degradation in performance in terms of external noise. The ideal would 
be to carry out what could be considered a periodic building “MOT” 
perhaps every 10 years to determine whether the levels of noise have 
become worse over time. This approach could be rolled out to other 
areas of external building performance such as air quality sampling. The 
output can then be compared to the initial baseline set within the original 
planning constraints and surveys.

The aesthetic / heritage and other issues arising from inappropriately 
installed roof plant are more difficult to quantify as there isn’t a hard 
“standard” with which to compare performance. In terms of mitigation 
of current issues, further visual inspections and surveys could be 
undertaken again to highlight poor installations and reviewed by 
professional designers with proven experience in the field of heritage.

5.2.2. Planning procedures and controls / enforcement

It is acknowledged that the existing procedure for enforcement of 
noncompliance with planning conditions is overly complicated. There 
is an opportunity to re-dress the issue and perhaps create a more 
straightforward process by which residents and building owner / occupiers 
can raise any issues. 

The procedure must be simple to follow, but structured in such a way 
that it will be fair. The intention will be to take decisive action on genuine 
problems and not allow spurious complaints to be made.
A checklist approach may be helpful to residents who have noticed a 
problem within the area such that by the time a complaint is registered 
with the enforcement team, they can have confidence that it will be 
credible.  
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5.3. ACTIONS

The following 5 points summarise the actions recommended within this 
report:

1. Commission a practical “good practice” guide for the 
installation of building services plant within the  
St. James’s boundary. 

 This will illustrate to clients, owners, developers, installers 
and designers the hierarchical approach to installing building 
services plant in a building in St. James’s. The hierarchy will 
need to be integrated with the sustainability objectives of local 
planners, Westminster City Council and the London Plan.

2. Place a financial obligation on new developments in the 
area which do not make use of district heating, cooling or 
energy networks where they are available.  

 If not available, new developments should be encouraged to 
include Combined Cooling, Heat and Power systems, although 
it is recognised this is not always practical.  Where they are 
not available, or practical to introduce, then new developments 
should include passive provision so that they can be connected 
at a later date.

  Where developments fail to follow these rules, the financial 
contributions will go towards a more sustainable energy 
solution for the area. In addition to the guidance document a 
financial incentive can be put in place to take the plant out of 
St. James’s ideally: to a district hub site for West End. This 
will have great benefits on noise, air quality and the carbon 
intensity of energy used by both new and historic buildings. 
This approach has already been taken by other planning 
authorities such as Brighton and Hove.

3. Encourage a minimum compliance level of BREEAM ‘Excellent’ or ‘Outstanding’ and Code for 
Sustainable Homes Level 5, for all new developments and major refurbishments.

 The City Council encourages an independent appraisal of a building’s sustainability for medium scale 
developments, such as BREEAM or Code for Sustainable Homes, there is not currently a mandated 
minimum compliance level.  We would encourage Westminster to consider this. It is an approach now 
taken in the City of London, where all new commercial buildings will now be expected to achieve the 
BRE’s “Excellent” rating, as the corporation toughens its approach to environmental standards.

4. Commission a series of regular, repeating noise surveys. This will determine the poor 
performers and where performance is degrading over time. 

 At the moment, the noise abatement system requires a report to be made each time there is an 
individual issue or breach, which is then investigated and action taken often after long delays in the 
process and only when agreed to be necessary.  This is a slow and reactive process.  We recommend 
the commissioning of pro-active noise surveys on a regular basis that will identify sources of noise 
pollution, and then implement appropriate controls or actions as required.  These could also take the 
form of an addition to the owner/occupier or developers’ existing “Building Facilities Management“ 
equipment and checklist, which would be a periodic review of individual buildings to determine if 
noise levels have become worse over time.  This could also be used on other areas of building 
performance such as air quality sampling.  The outputs can then be compared to the initial baseline 
set, established at building systems commissioning. It should become a formal Planning and Building 
Control requirement at agreed sites in the area.

5. Create a simple checklist approach for residents to follow up on noise issues.

 For those occasions when there is an identified noise nuisance not forming part of the regular 
monitoring, baseline levels, a simple checklist should be prepared for use by residents.  It will ensure 
that they provide the appropriate information to the City Cuncil’s enforcement team, and that they 
can have confidence that the complaint will be seen as credible by Westminster, and that it will be 
thoroughly investigated and appropriate action taken.  
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For further information, please contact:

Atkins 
Advisors and Administrators to St. James’s Conservation Trust
Euston Tower, 286 Euston Road, London  NW1 3AT
T: 020 7121 2000

Report Authors:
Peter Heath  peter.heath@atkinsglobal.com
Peter A Brown  peter.a.brown@atkinsglobal.com

www.atkinsglobal.com

“... The Council welcomes and supports the Trust’s aspirations to promote high 
standards of planning and architecture within St. James’s, and this study provides a 
useful evidence base to further develop our policies...”

John Walker, Operational Director - Development Planning, 
Westminster City Council 

“... English Heritage welcomes most warmly another timely initiative from the 
Trust to improve and enhance the outstanding architectural and historic interest 
of St.James’s as a whole and the numerous highly graded listed buildings which 
contribute to its special character.  English Heritage shares the ambitions of both 
Westminster City Council and the Crown Estate to ensure that great care is given 
to the consideration of new or retro fitted plant at roof level, making sure that such 
plant does not detract from high level views within the Conservation Area ...”

TimJones, Principal Inspector - London
English Heritage
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St. James’s Conservation Trust
www.sjctrust.org
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