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t is universally recognised that historic towns with

public’s perception of an area’s economic health and it is

attractive, locally distinctive and well-maintained

not difficult to understand why commercial activity

shopping centres have a better prospect of

performs poorly in these areas.

retaining, or even improving, their economic well-being.
The quality of shopfronts has therefore a significant role

Whilst the Council can influence the quality of change

to play in attracting inward investment to our towns and

through its statutory planning functions, it has a better

is a major contributor to an area’s distinctive identity

chance of realising its ambitions if it engages with the retail

and character.

community to foster a sense of civic pride. The main
purpose of this publication is therefore to provide

Poorly designed and badly maintained shop frontages

guidance on how best to achieve these ambitions by

tend to create a run-down appearance of not just the

raising awareness of the special characteristics of our

individual buildings, but of whole streets and shopping

towns and through practical advice on what it considers to

areas. This can have a negative effect on the visiting

be best practice.

FRONT COVER: Market Jew Street, Penzance in 1920.
ABOVE: Shopfront on Causewayhead, Penzance.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES
Policy Background

Existing Shopfronts (continued)

General design and built environment policies are

their original character. These examples should not be

contained in the Penwith Local Plan, adopted by the

dismissed altogether when changes are being

District Council in February 2004.These reflect national

considered because they are probably very capable of

policy guidance on design and conservation and apply

being incorporated into a new scheme and therefore

to shops and shopfronts, restaurants and pubs as much

providing the positive benefits mentioned above.

as they do to any other building or structure within the
District. (The relevant policies are covered on the back

Original features should be retained wherever possible

page of this guide).

as these will often contribute to the architectural and
historic quality of the building and surrounding area.

These policies reflect a growing concern that poor

In cases where traditional features are hidden under

design and inappropriate alterations threaten the

later installations every effort should be made to reveal

appearance of our most attractive towns and villages,

and restore these and integrate them within a new

ruining the individual appearance of buildings and

overall design. Remember older timber is usually of

diluting the unique architectural character which give

lasting quality and repair by a skilled joiner can often

them their distinctive appearance.

cost less than a full replacement.

Commercial and retail premises are rarely permitted to
fit new shopfronts or carry out significant alterations
without the benefit of planning permission from the

New Shopfronts

Council. If a building is listed as being of special
architectural and/or historic interest then Listed Building
Consent will be required also. Depending on the nature

New shopfronts will only be permitted where the

and extent of works proposed, in some cases

design is of high quality and appropriate to the

advertisement consent may be required as well as

character of the building and its surroundings, taking in

Building Regulation approval.

to account its scale, form and materials.

In all cases, the Council’s Planning, Building Control and

The best traditional shopfronts are made of high quality

Conservation Officers are available to give guidance on

joinery with careful attention to detail and often with

an individual basis before detailed schemes are

elaborate decorative features. Carefully designed

developed although in the first instance, this guide and

replicas of traditional shopfronts will be encouraged

the relevant design and built environment policies are a

where they relate to the style and age of the building

useful first port of call.

and contribute to the wider street scene.

Existing Shopfronts
There are many shopfronts within Penwith district which
survive from the 19th and early 20th century. These
shopfronts make an important contribution to the
character of our towns and villages and every effort
should therefore be made to retain them. As well as
making a positive contribution to the wider
environment, traditional shopfronts can very often
reinforce the quality and attractiveness of products
being displayed and therefore benefit the overall
vitality of a shopping area. Even shopfronts that have
been altered over the years may still retain some of

This new shopfront on a Grade II* listed building in Hayle complements the
building and adds interest to the streetscene.

SHOPFRONT DESIGN
Modern Design
However new shopfronts do not have to be exact
replicas of past styles. The Council welcomes innovation
and imagination in design – so long as the proposal is in
character with and, ideally, enhances the building and
wider area.

Frontage Width
The Council will not normally accept the combination of
two or more shop frontages into one larger unit. This is
in order to preserve the existing scale and pattern of
shopping streets. However where the principle is
acceptable it is essential to ensure frontages do not
appear to be fully amalgamated but retain some
appearance of division.

A good example of a well maintained traditional shopfront in Penzance.

Fascias and Fascia Signs
The fascia is one of the most important elements of the
shopfront both in terms of its function as the shop
display board and its significance to the overall design.
It should be an integral part of the shopfront, separated
from adjoining fascias by pilasters and should not
extend uninterrupted across a number of buildings.
Fascias should not be too deep, they should be kept
well below the level of the upper floor windows, should
be no deeper than the corbels (brackets) and should

Traditional shopfront in the centre of St Just.

be positioned to avoid covering up any original
architectural details. Excessively large fascia boards
should always be avoided and where they have been
introduced in the past a reduction in size will be
encouraged. Fascias should always be finished at the
top with a projecting moulded cornice or capping – this
is the traditional way of completing the top of the
shopfront in order to provide a proper architectural
division, protection from the weather and providing
visual support for the upper floors of the building. In
some circumstances it may be acceptable to have a
canted fascia board – this is where the top of the fascia
board projects out further than the bottom, this not only
makes fascias easier to read from ground level but also
provides additional protection from the elements.

Detailing on a traditional shopfront in St Ives.

SHOPFRONT DESIGN
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An example of a traditional typical shopfront.
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SHOPFRONT DESIGN
Fascias and Fascia Signs (continued)
Fascia Signs should state only the name and / or trade
and preferably also a street number, there should be no
duplication of advertising on the same frontage.
Sign boards should be flush fitting with the fascia or
alternatively individual cut out letters are good for
mounting directly on to walls or fascias. Lettering should
be painted by a competent sign writer and be in
proportion to the size of the fascia. As a guide letters
should be no more than two thirds of fascia depth but in
small narrow streets considerable smaller lettering may
be more suitable and readable.
The use of shiny, reflective or fluorescent materials on
signs is particularly inappropriate.
Competitive advertising leads to signs becoming
progressively larger and brasher. The Council will seek
to eliminate advertising that it considers to be strident
and will promote discreet and attractive signage.
The modern fascia sits somewhat awkwardly on this otherwise pleasant
shopfront in Penzance.

Doors and Entrances
Doors and entrances should be designed to allow
access to all members of the public. In new design
raised thresholds should be avoided and thought
needs to be given to ease of opening doors. Where
double doors are used one of the leaves should by
itself provide a clear opening of not less than 800mm.
Good design pays attention to details. The choice
of handles, letterboxes and other features needs
careful attention.
Recessed entrances add interest to the appearance of
the street scene. Where tiled or mosaic floors survive
they should be repaired and retained. Recessed
doorways are part of a traditional design and can invite
people into the shop. They can also often incorporate
disabled ramps, outward opening doors and alarms.
Doorways are often centred on the shopfront. This
usually adds symmetry to the shopfront and should be
protected where it already exists and encouraged where
it would improve the appearance of the shopfront.
An example of a good traditional door and entrance drawing the customer
in to the centre of the shop.

SHOPFRONT DESIGN
Disability Discrimination Act 1995
The 1995 Act imposes a positive duty on ‘service
providers’ to make adjustments to the way in which they
provide the service in question and to the premises on
which they provide it. All new shopfronts should
therefore be designed fully with the needs of disabled
people in mind. Inevitably there may be conflict
between requirements of the 1995 Act and historic
building legislation for old buildings and shopfronts.
The 1995 Act does not obviate the need for planning
permission or listed building consent and each case will
be considered on its merits.
Half glazed doors with detailed lower sections such as these are a traditional
feature in St Ives.

Stall Risers
The stall riser gives protection at ground level and
provides a solid base to the shopfront. Glazing down to
the pavement is rarely acceptable and usually a stall riser
of at least 400mm should be provided beneath the
window sill. Depending on the building suitable materials
may include painted render, granite or panelled timber.

A good example of traditional tiling on this stall riser in St Ives.

Windows
Large expanses of glass present a blank aspect and
should normally be avoided. Shop windows should be
divided in to vertically proportioned sections with
glazing bars or mullions, so that they give added visual
support to the building reflecting the proportions of the
upper windows and together with the entrance relate to
the upper part of the building giving the shopfront more
human scale.
Modern shopfronts involving small paned windows can
create an modern ‘olde worlde’ impression which can
conflict with genuine period features nearby. The use of
artificial ‘bulls eye’ glass should also be avoided.
Butt jointing of the glass is an alternative to providing a
framing member. This should be avoided as it provides a
visually weak design in which the building above often
appears to be unsupported.
In addition serving hatches in shopfronts should not be
considered where they would detract from the shopfront

Well proportioned glazing on a traditional shopfront in Hayle.

design or where pavements are narrow and congested.

SHOPFRONT DESIGN
Materials
Materials used in shopfront construction should be
good quality, durable, easily cleaned and reflect
traditional local usage. In general the number and type
of materials and colours should be kept to a minimum.
Traditional materials include timber, glass and stone
with shopfronts often embellished with brass or other
metal work.
Good quality modern materials may sometimes be
permitted, where appropriate, but the following are
not normally permitted as they detract from the areas
historic character: aluminium, stainless steel, glossy
surfaces such as acrylic sheeting, GRP and perspex,
mosaic, modern glazed tiles, terrazzo or plastic.

The metalwork on this shopfront in Penzance adds interest and should be
preserved wherever possible.

It is recognised that aluminium shopfronts have
become wide spread since the 1960’s but whereas
they can be appropriate on buildings constructed of
aluminium and concrete they are not normally suitable
for the older traditional buildings which tend to form
the core of shopping areas.
Timber is the most versatile of materials and was the
standard shopfront material of previous centuries.
Painted timber is preferable to stained hardwoods
which are relatively modern and comes with queries
over its visual appearance, as well as ecological and
sustainability consequences.

Colour and Detail
Colour schemes adopted should be subtle and blended
harmoniously with the areas historic environment. Rich
dark colours can look good and can leave window
displays to form a highlight although strident primary
colours are generally not appropriate. It is important to
consider colour schemes of neighbouring shopfronts to
avoid unsympathetic clashes.
Normally stains are unacceptable as they do not reflect
local traditional finishes, but microporous paint or
opaque stain, which comes in a range of colours, might
be acceptable in some circumstances.

Good examples of traditional detailing and painted finish.

SHOPFRONT DESIGN

Even if a shop changes its name, details such as this tiled entrance should be
preserved as they add interest and form part of the area’s history.

Detail of consol brackets/corbels

The black paintwork on this traditional shopfrontage in Mousehole matches
the other joinery and is sympathetic to the building.

Where traditional shopfronts survive they should be repaired wherever
possible or replaced on a like for like basis. The metalwork on this shopfront
in St Just is particularly impressive and forms an extremely important element
of this shopfront.

Traditional shopfronts should be retained, even when their use ceases.
This example in St Just bears witness to an age where a shop existed on
nearly every corner.

SIGNS AND ADVERTISING
Pilasters
The pilasters separate each shop from its neighbours,
they provide side framing for the shopfront and visual
support for the fascia. They should usually be
positioned at least 100mm inside the property boundary
to allow space for rainwater pipes and maintenance.
Even where a business covers two adjoining shops the
pilasters should be retained in order to respect the
character and integrity of the building.

The security shutter would be in line with policy as it respects architectural
detailing and retains a view into the shop behind.

Canopies/Blinds/Roller Shutters
New awnings or canopies will not normally be
acceptable but may be appropriate in some locations
where it can be successfully integrated in to the overall
design of the shopfront.
Traditional retractable ’straight‘ blinds with concealed
blind boxes are visually and functionally preferable to
the fixed tyrolean style blinds that can disrupt the
façade with their bright and shiny synthetic coverings.
Canvas or canvas type materials are widely available
and colours can match those of the shopfront or

Roller shutters if not introduced sensitively can disrespect architectural
detailing and deaden the streetscene.

be neutral.
There is a legal requirement that they should be at least
2.4 metres above the height of the highway.
Roller shutters deaden the street scene when down.
Careful thought should be given to the need for such
security features. Wherever possible thought should be
given to securing the window from a security shutter on
the inside of the window. If an external shutter is
absolutely essential this should be with a perforated or
translucent finish with concealed housings.

Corporate Image
National or regional retailers may be asked to modify
their standard designs and materials if they are
considered out of character in a particular location.
This ‘straight’ blind is preferable to modern canopies or tyrolean blinds and

There are numerous examples nationally where

is similar to those used 100 years ago (see front cover).

SIGNS AND ADVERTISING
Corporate Image (continued)
corporate identities have been modified successfully to
avoid harm to sensitive environments.

Projecting Signs
Traditional painted hanging signs on simple unobtrusive
brackets will be encouraged where they replace a larger
sign or are otherwise deemed appropriate. Projecting
LEFT: Example of corporate signage.
RIGHT: Example of individually applied letters.

signs should generally be located at fascia height.
Other forms of projecting signs will not be permitted.
Only one projecting sign will be permitted per shop,
unless the building occupies a corner site.
Internally illuminated box signs will not be permitted
and the Council will promote the gradual removal of
those which already exist.

Other Signs
LEFT: A good example of a projecting sign.
RIGHT: The large decorative lantern situated above the Spar shop in

Advertising for ground floor units will not normally be

Penzance is an interesting alternative form of lighting and adds interest to

permitted above fascia height. Advertising for upper

the building.

floor offices etc should be limited to a single plate at the
entrance and, where appropriate lettering applied direct
to window glass.
Advertising will not be permitted on blank side walls.
A-frame pavement signs and pavement displays create
unnecessary hazards and are often illegal.

Illumination
The Council accepts external lighting of fascia signs and
hanging signs provided that the level of lighting is not
excessive and that the fittings are unobtrusive and are of
good quality. Internal illumination should
Swan necked lights are often intrusive and detract from the character of the
signage. Here five lights project from the building where a concealed

be avoided.

external strip of light could have been discreetly positioned to provide
adequate down lighting.

Swan necked lights are rarely appropriate.

PLANNING PERMISSION & POLICIES

Planning Permission
is needed for any material change to the external appearance of a shop. Retail and
commercial premises have no rights of ‘permitted development’ and will require
permission for most alterations. This could include altering the glazing, changing the
facing materials, installing blinds or shutters or enlarging the size of the fascia.

Advertising Consent
is needed for the display of most signs, although there are exceptions. illuminated signs
in conservation areas always need consent. As the advertising regulations are complex
further advice should be sought for planning staff. A separate booklet is also available
explaining when permission is required for advertising.

Listed Building Consent
is required for any alteration (whether internal of external) that affects the character of a
listed building. The installation of alarms, shutters, blinds, advertisements, extractor fans
and so on, and the repainting of a shop front in a different colour are all alterations for
which listed building consent will probably be required. It is generally preferable to
repair rather than replace original elements on the building.
Planning staff will be pleased to advise on which consents, if any, will be required.

Penwith Local Plan Policies

Where security measures are proposed internal screens, in conjunction with security
glazing, or external screens which are of a perforated or translucent type with concealed
housings will be required.

POLICY: TV-8
Within conservation areas advertisements and signs will be permitted provided that they
meet the requirements of policy GD-6 and utilise:(i)

hand painted wall mounted, fascia or projecting signs;

(ii)

window signs painted directly on the glass;

(iii) individual letters attached to the face of the building;
(iv) spotlighting, floodlighting or individually illuminated letters or
(v)

other styles of signs or illumination which are in keeping with the character and
appearance of the building and surrounding area.

Large advertisement hoardings will not be permitted where they would obscure
buildings or features which make a positive contribution to the street scene or character
and appearance of the area.

Penwith district council adopted its local plan in February 2004. Below are the main
policies which relate specifically to shopfronts, advertisements and signage.

POLICY: TV-13

POLICY: GD-1

Where development affects a traditional shop front or fascia it must be retained, where
practicable, or replaced in a similar form. In other cases the replacement of shopfronts
must be in keeping with the design of the building and character of its surroundings.

Development should be integrated with its surroundings in terms of scale, sitting and
design and be in keeping with the character of the district.

POLICY: GD-2
The design and layout of development should:(i)

respect traditional patterns of development and building styles, form and detailing;

(ii)

incorporate materials that are in keeping with the locality;

Supplementary Planning Guidance
This Guide has been adopted as SPG by Penwith District Council on 30th March 2005 and
will be incorporated in a Design Guide for the District. It is a material consideration in
determining Planning and Listed Building applications and in appeals against the refusal
of permission.
This Guide was subject to public consultation during the period 2nd December 2004 and
13th January 2005. The responses to this were taken into consideration in the preparation
of this final document.

(iv) provide a safe and secure environment which reduces the risk of crime;
(vi) make provision for the needs of disabled people, persons with restricted mobility
and those with young children in terms of movement to, from and within the site.

Further copies of this document can be obtained free of charge from the Council Office’s,
St Clare and can also be downloaded from the Council’s website.

POLICY: GD-6
Advertisements and signs must be in keeping with the character and appearance of the
surrounding area. Proposals will be permitted provided that:(i)

the number, size, design and colour of those displayed on or close to a building
respect its scale, design, features and setting;

(ii)

the intensity and form of illumination would not result in light pollution or have an
adverse impact on the area or amenity of dwellings and

(iii) advertisements and signs in the open countryside, which are not directional, are
located in close proximity to the premises to which they relate and are of a size and
design, and use materials and colours, that are appropriate to the locality.
Joint signing proposals that effectively reduce the overall number, size and cumulative
effect of advertisements will be acceptable. A proliferation of advance signs will not be
permitted.

POLICY: GD-8

The Head of Planning and Building Control
Penwith District Council
St Clare
Penzance
TR18 3QW
Telephone: (01736) 331166
Fax: (01736) 336566
Email: devcon@penwith.gov.uk
www.penwith.gov.uk

Proposals for the conversion of buildings which are of local social, architectural or historic
significance in terms of a pervious or current use or a locally distinctive style of building
should retain relevant historic and architectural features.

POLICY: TV-7
Within conservation areas the development, redevelopment or alteration of shops or
other commercial premises will be required to respect the character and appearance of
the building and its surroundings. Proposals will not be permitted which:(i)

use standard frontages, fascias or large areas of glass where they are not in keeping;

(ii)

remove, obscure or deface features of architectural or historic interest or alter or
obscure windows or

(iii) involve fascias which are of a common depth linking two or more buildings with
separate architectural identities or which extend above first floor window sills.
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