
Heritage buildings
Low-carbon retrofitting of heritage and traditionally built properties in 
conservation areas is both necessary and achievable. With the right approach, 
we can enhance energy efficiency without compromising heritage value. The PAS 
retrofit framework provides a structured methodology, and successful examples 
are increasingly showing how it can be done effectively.

A guide to a comfortable, efficient home

Conservation and 
sustainability go hand in hand
Heritage conservation is sometimes used as a 
reason to avoid energy efficiency improvements, 
with proposals occasionally refused by Local 
Planning Authorities when they aren’t well 
planned. However, with the right approach, 
retrofitting can support both conservation and 
sustainability.

A well-thought-out retrofit can:

•	 Lower carbon emissions and energy bills – 
making heritage homes more comfortable 
and affordable.

•	 Protect the building fabric – preventing 
damp and structural issues in under-
insulated properties.

•	 Maintain value – efficient, comfortable 
homes are more likely to be well-kept and 
valued long-term.

Finding solutions for  
heritage properties
A whole-building approach ensures compatibility 
with each property’s unique character.

Key solutions include:

•	 Window upgrades – Traditional single 
glazing is inefficient, but with permission, 
double or triple glazing can reduce heat 
loss by up to 40%. New technologies, like 
evacuated glazing*, allow for historic window 
styles with reduced heat loss. Secondary 
glazing (of which there are many different 
types) is available for original windows and 
glass which need to be preserved.

•	 Insulating plasters – Insulating plasters 
improve wall insulation while preserving 
original structure, protecting both thermal 
performance and historic features.

Each retrofit measure must be carefully 
selected to complement the building’s historical 
features, ensuring that upgrades support both 
sustainability and heritage conservation.

Key takeaway
With thoughtful planning, retrofits can reduce 
carbon footprints, improve comfort, and protect 
heritage – securing these buildings for future 
generations. 
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Low carbon retrofit of heritage and traditional construction buildings in 
conservation areas is necessary and possible. There are a growing 
number of examples which show it can be done, and the PAS retrofit 
framework provides a suitable methodology.

EEnnvviirroonnmmeennttaall  aanndd  hheerriittaaggee  ccoonnsseerrvvaattiioonn  ccaann  ggoo  hhaanndd  iinn  hhaanndd

Heritage conservation is often given as an excuse to not improve 
energy efficiency and reduce carbon emissions. Proposals for those 
measures are sometimes refused by Local Planning Authorities 
particularly where they are not well thought through and do not form 
part of a whole building approach and therefore could cause damage 
to the structure of the building. 

However, in addition to offering significant potential for carbon 
reductions, well-planned retrofit programmes can also contribute to 
conservation by incorporating maintenance and repair, and offering a 
new lease of life to buildings. They limit the risk of under-heating by 
occupants worried about energy bills, and associated risks of fabric 
degradation. By being more comfortable, buildings are also more likely 
to remain valuable and well looked after in the future. 

IIddeennttiiffyyiinngg  rreelleevvaanntt  ssoolluuttiioonnss  ffoorr  tthhee  ccoonntteexxtt

Upgrading existing windows, and/or installing replacement 
double/triple glazed windows (subject to planning officer’s support) 
can reduce heat loss by up to 40%. Recent advances in windows 
technology such as evacuated glazing offer the possibility of recreating 
traditional windows forms but with only a fraction of the heat loss. This 
technique can in some cases be applied to listed buildings. 

Emerging products such as insulating plasters also offer the 
opportunity to insulate walls in a sensitive manner.

Recent examples of exemplar retrofits with heritage considerations: Grade I listed Trinity 
Student Halls in Cambridge (left, source: Max Fordham), and Grade II early Victorian home 
in Clapham, London (right, source: Arboreal). Both include the application of internal 
insulation, with attention to moisture movement and monitoring of interstitial moisture 
level.  

There is a growing library of resources for responsible retrofit of traditional and historic 
buildings, including the above Sustainable Traditional Buildings Alliance (STBA) and 
Historic England guidance 

Recent examples of heritage retrofits include Grade I listed 
Trinity Student Halls in Cambridge and a Grade II Victorian 
home in Clapham, London. Both projects applied internal 
insulation with careful attention to moisture management 
and monitoring.
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cosyhomesoxfordshire.org
or call 0330 223 2742*

*Monday to Friday, 9am to 5pm 
Attribution: Net Zero Carbon Toolkit : Levitt Bernstein, Elementa, Passivhaus Trust and Etude commissioned by West Oxfordshire, Cotswold and Forest of Dean District Councils, funded by the LGA Housing Advisers Programme.

*Evacuated glazing: Advanced glass with a vacuum layer 
between panes, offering superior insulation in a slim profile.


