
Welwyn Garden City
Guide to shopfront and 
advertisement design



Welwyn Garden City has a unique 
provenance; it is one of only two Garden 
Cities in the country (the other being 
Letchworth Garden City) and was also 
designated as a New Town in the 
immediate post-war years. 

The Garden City’s importance in town 
planning is widely recognised, regularly 
attracting visiting academics and 
representatives of public and private 
bodies from abroad.

The Welwyn Garden City Conservation 
Area is the Borough’s largest and one of 
the oldest in terms of designation.

One of the distinctive features of Welwyn 
Garden City is its town centre. This was 
purposefully laid out as the central civic 
and commercial core of the town and 
designed not only for the convenience of 
the shopper but also for the storage, 
handling and display of goods.



The council undertook an appraisal  
of the conservation area in 2007.  
Whilst this concluded that the general 
condition and fabric of the conservation 
area is good it also advised that there 
are areas, especially in the town centre, 
which appear poorly maintained  
or eroded. 

In the town centre many shopfronts that 
were originally designed as an integral part 
of the building have been negatively altered. 
Features such as oversized signage, strongly 
coloured materials, oversized or poorly 
designed lettering, internal illuminated signs, 
excessive lighting and obtrusive security 
measures all detract from the character and 
appearance of the town centre. As a result 
the council has decided that further 
guidance and stronger control is required.

As there are no listed buildings in the town 
centre it is the shared group value of 
buildings that is key to the character of the 
area and these collective townscape 
qualities can all too easily be eroded by poor 
quality alterations or through the 
unsympathetic replacement of shopfronts.

This guide is intended to enable greater care 
to be taken in the design of shopfronts so 
that they may respect and enhance their 
surroundings. This will help the council to 
achieve its aim of maintaining and 
enhancing the character and appearance  
of the town centre conservation area.

Purpose
The purpose of this design guide is to 
provide advice to the owners and occupiers 
of commercial buildings in the town centre 
who are considering external alterations to 
their properties. 

The aim is to encourage applicants to 
sensitively restore, modify or construct new 
shopfronts that will be compatible with and 
enhance the quality of the streetscape 
through appropriate designs and materials.

Why is bespoke guidance needed?
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The purpose of a shopfront is to display 
goods for sale and to entice customers 
into the shop. 

An attractive and well designed shopfront 
will create a good impression to potential 
customers. The design of shopfronts in the 
town centre is originated on this and so when 
considering works to a shopfront it is useful to 
understand the basic elements of their design.

Many shop units in the town centre have an 
entablature comprising of a cornice, fascia 
and architrave, concealing a box that houses 
a retractable canvas blind or awning. 

Stallrisers are another feature of traditional 
shop front design in the town centre along 
with pilasters or stonework surrounds.

Understanding shopfront design

• Fascia – this is the area that provides the 
main advertising space and is an important 
element both completing the shopfront  
and distinguishing it from the upper floors  
of a building.

• Pilasters – half columns that project from the 
wall between each shop and provide support 
for consoles. These also provide vertical 
separation between shops and support the 
fascia and upper floors of a building.

• Console/corbel – the brackets at the end of 
the fascia which helps to visually terminate 
the top of the pilaster.

• Cornice – this gives a strong line at the 
top of the shopfront and provides some 
weather protection.

• Stallriser – provides a solid base at ground 
level as well as visual interest and internal 
and external protection.
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Main types of shopfront in the town centre

Whilst the architecture in town centre does vary there is generally a 
neo-Georgian theme predominating throughout and there are four 
main types of shopfront design that can be identified.
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Main types of shopfront in the town centre

1. Designed entablatures

This is the predominant type of shopfront 
design in Welwyn Garden City Town Centre 
and comprises a designed entablature, 
incorporating a cornice, fascia and sub-
fascia, (or blind box) running along the 
length of the façade, positioned on top of 
strong pilasters with capitals and plinths. 
These shopfronts are normally constructed 
in timber, painted gloss white.

2. Stonework surrounds

These shop units have stonework surrounds, 
with the stonework detailing at a high level 
above the shopfront.

3. Canopied/colonnaded facades

These premises are set under a cantilevered 
canopy or colonnaded facades. The 
shopfronts are not linked by a fascia, but are 
separated by pilasters and are subservient to 
the predominant structure above.

4.  Other individually designed shopfronts
Many of the buildings in Welwyn Garden City 
town centre are individually designed and do 
not fall into any of the above categories. 
These buildings are predominately finished in 
facing brickwork and stonework, and exhibit 
strong detailing in their overall design. 

For a written list of the units categorised 
under each of these headings please refer to 
the adopted Supplementary Design Guide 
(available to download from the council’s 
website www.welhat.gov.uk).



If a property already contains an 
original shopfront of quality then  
the repair of the existing will be the 
Council’s strongly preferred option. 

The unnecessary destruction of historic and 
irreplaceable decorative detailing is not 
acceptable or sustainable. 

Surviving historic shopfronts are a 
diminishing resource and it is considered 
that contemporary retail operations can 
happily coexist with traditional shopfronts.

If the existing shopfront is harmful to  
the character of the conservation area, 
inappropriate to the building or beyond 
repair then a new or replacement shopfront 
may be appropriate. The replacement 
options will include:

• Replacing the shopfront on a like 
for like basis – this will be the preferred 
option if the existing shopfront is of 
architectural or historic interest or is 
appropriate to the building. Like for like 
will mean using the same materials, 
styling and proportions as well as re-using 
any historic features. 

 Where evidence of the original shopfront 
detail exists, for example, in a terrace or 
groups of buildings of similar design, 
proposals for new shopfronts will be 
expected to recreate the original design.

• Restoration – where the existing 
shopfront is of a lower quality than  
the building in which it sits the council 
would encourage the restoration of  
the shopfront in a style that is more 
historically appropriate to the design and 
character of the building or to match 
other attractive shopfronts in the parade. 

 Wherever a framework of pilasters or 
columns remains these should be retained 
and the new shopfront inserted into this. 
Often the use of photographs of the 
original town centre can be a useful 
resource in designing a new shopfront 
that is far more in keeping with the 
building and the town centre.

• Insertion of a new shopfront – it is 
recognised that some of the units in  
the town centre are part of buildings 
which are of a much more modern origin 
e.g. The Howard Centre. 

 In this instance contemporary designs 
may be more appropriate and as such  
the shopfront design should take account 
of the general design guidance set out in 
the Council’s adopted Supplementary 
Design Guide.

Repair or replace?
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Where a new or replacement shopfront is 
required, the following design principles 
should be considered:

• Do not design the shopfront in isolation 
but take into account the scale and  
style of the existing building and/or the 
terrace in which it sits. In most cases the 
shopfront is part of a larger building/
terrace where uniformity is a key feature.

• Ensure that the shopfront respects the 
scale and proportions of the building and 
its neighbours so that it can harmonise 
with the street scene.

• If a large shopfront is required extending 
across more than one premises use 
vertical subdivisions such as dividing piers 
or pilasters and stallrisers to preserve the 
appearance of a series of individual units. 
Individual fascia boards should also be 
used or retained.

• Retain traditional architectural detailing or 
framework elements where these features 
have survived, reinstate where they have 
not and incorporate these into the new 
design wherever possible.

• Choose materials that are of good quality 
and compatible with the rest of the 
building. The use of traditional materials 
such as natural stone or painted soft 
wood is encouraged.

• Choose a colour finish that is 
complementary. The use of bold or  
strident colours is generally not 

Design principles

6

appropriate and should only be used with 
care and discretion and to a limited extent.

• Take care over smaller details such as door 
handles, letter boxes and other architectural 
ironmongery so that it complements the 
age and character of the building.

• Independent access to upper floors is 
important. Where this is currently provided 
it should be integrated into the overall 
shopfront design.

• Consider accessibility and security issues 
from the outset. New shopfronts should be 
designed to afford easy, dignified access 
to disabled people and others who are 
mobility impaired.



New or replacement adverts and signs 
should also be carefully considered  
in relation to the overall design and 
appearance of the shop and surrounding 
buildings. 

The following good practice points should 
be considered:

• Any new signs should respect the 
character of the building. Fascia signs are 
the most obvious feature and careful 
attention should be paid to achieving the 
correct proportions in relation to the fascia 
and the streetscene. Fascia signs should 
not obscure existing first floor windows 
and architectural features such as 
stonework or pilasters.

Adverts and signs – good practice

7

• The materials and colouring of the fascia 
should complement the shopfront and the 
rest of the building. The use of acrylic or 
other shiny materials should be avoided.

• Lettering should only convey the  
essential message i.e. name of retailer  
and street number.

• The style and size of the lettering should 
be in proportion to the fascia and 
complementary to the shopfront.

• Corporate styles, company logos and 
standard shopfront designs should be 
modified or adapted to ensure the integrity 
of the shopfront, building and streetscene 
is both maintained and enhanced.

• Generally, there should be no more than 
one projecting sign per shopfront/business. 
Where a projecting sign is proposed it 
should be located at fascia level where its 
size and position should harmonise with 
the fascia depth. Its design should also 
co-ordinate/complement the overall 
shopfront design.

• The use of internally illuminated box 
fascias or projecting signs is not 
appropriate.

• Where historic signs are encountered 
these should be discussed with the 
planning officer.

Generally, there should be 
no more than one projecting 
sign per shopfront



For the four main types of shopfront in 
the town centre the following specific 
design guidance applies in relation to 
the display of advertisements: 

1.  Shopfronts with designed 
entablatures

In the case of these shopfronts, it is 
essential to ensure that the continuity  
and appearance of the design of the 
entablature is not disrupted by 
inappropriate advertisements. 

The following design criteria will be applied 
to these properties:

(i) the preferred form of advertisement is 
individual lettering fixed directly to the 
white painted fascia;

(ii) no signage should exceed the depth of 
the fascia;

(iii) a box sign with a white or opal coloured 
background is acceptable;

(iv) a box sign with a coloured background 
which is less than 1/3rd of the length of 
the fascia, centrally positioned to show 
a white background on either side, will 
also be acceptable;

(v) any sign contained on a sub-fascia, 
contained within the framework of the 
main fascia and pilasters may have a 
coloured background.

2. Shopfronts with stonework surrounds
On these properties signs should be 
incorporated within the existing shopfront 
design, in order to be subservient to the 
overall design of the building and to  
ensure that they do not impinge on the 
stonework surround.

3.  Shopfronts with canopied or 
colonnaded facades

Signs must be designed to stop at each 
pilaster so as to ensure that the architectural 
features of the shopfront are not masked.

4.  Other individually designed shopfronts
In the case of these premises, 
advertisements and signs will only be 
granted consent where they do not harm 
the character and visual amenities of  
the conservation area or the building on 
which they are displayed, in terms of  
design, materials, scale, detail, and method 
of illumination. 
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Adverts and signs – design guidance

Consent will not be granted for any proposal that would detract from the special 
architectural or historical character of any building in the town centre.



Retailers must take adequate measures 
to secure their premises, however some 
solutions, in particular the use of solid 
security roller shutters and their 
associated box housing are unsightly 
and are not acceptable in Welwyn 
Garden City town centre. 

In exceptional circumstances, where it can 
be proved that it is not physically possible to 
provide internal shutters, or any other 
effective security measures, such as 
laminated glass, stall risers, alarms or 

camera surveillance systems, consideration 
will be given to external lattice grill type 
shutters or portcullis roller grilles, which can 
be fitted with clear polycarbonate panels for 
additional security.

In designing new shopfronts, security 
measures should be an integral part of  
the design, not something that is literally 
‘bolted on’ as an afterthought. New 
shopfronts should make provision for the 
housing for the installation of internal 
security grilles/shutters.

Security shutters and grilles
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Not appropriate
External solid roller shutter 
detracts from the shopfront.

May be appropriate
External lattice shutter where 
internal fitting not possible.

Recommended
Internal lattice grille for 
minimal impact on shopfront.

✘ ✔ ✔



Blinds, awnings and canopies 

Blinds, awnings or canopies will only be 
permitted where they are well-related  
to the architectural design of the 
building on which they are fitted,  
and where they would not harm the 
architectural integrity of the building, 
disrupt the symmetry of the building  
or harm the street scene and the visual 
amenity of the area.

The traditional type of shop blind in the 
town centre is the straight awning type, 
mounted on a roller, which was originally 
used by shops selling perishable goods. 
When not in use it was virtually invisible 
concealed in a blind box on the fascia.

Dutch blinds and balloon canopies are not 
traditional features in the town centre and 
their use is discouraged. Their purpose is 
normally to increase advertising space, but 
they tend to be a discordant feature to the 
façade which obscures the fascia and details 
of a shopfront and clutters the appearance 
of the street scene. They are not in keeping 
with the character of the town centre.
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The traditional type of shop 
blind in the town centre is 
the straight awning type, 

mounted on a roller



1.  How does the unit sit within the 
streetscene? Is there a consistent 
pattern to the shopfronts of 
adjoining buildings?

2.  How would a new shopfront fit  
within the streetscene?

3.  What are the qualities and 
proportions of the rest of the 
building? Does it have a particular 
architectural style? How well does  
the existing shopfront fit?

4.  What is the building made of?  
What materials are used in other 
buildings in the streetscene?

5.  What is the style of the existing 
shopfront? Does it have any strong 
features? Do any original elements 
still survive e.g. pilasters, corbels, 
stone surrounds or stallrisers.  
Can the shopfront be repaired ?

6.  Does the shopfront still allow for 
access for all users?

The following questions can be helpful 
when you are considering alterations  
to a shopfront:

How to approach good design
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Do I need planning permission?

Most shopfront alterations will require 
planning approval and can often require 
one or more forms of consent. 

Whilst repair works or like for like 
replacements do not always require consent 
it is always advisable to check with the 
planning department.

• Planning Permission is usually required  
for external alterations to the exterior of  
a building including the insertion of a  
new shopfront, the erection of an awning 
or security screen, the addition of blinds  
or the alteration of upper floor flat or  
shop windows.

• Conservation Area Consent is required  
for the demolition of certain unlisted 
buildings or structures within the 
conservation area.

• Advertisement Consent may be required 
for fascia signs, awnings and other 
external features (dependent on their size 
and type) and is always required where 
they are to be internally illuminated.

• Building Regulations Approval is required 
for many alterations.
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The process

1. Carry out a visual appraisal of the 
existing shopfront taking into account 
the principles in this guide.

2. Find out what permissions are required.

3. Seek pre-application comments either 
through a formal submission (see  
www.welhat.gov.uk) or via the duty 
planning officer.

4. Prepare design and make a planning 
application and apply for any other 
necessary consents.

5. Make a building regulation application.

6. Once permission is received you can go 
ahead and install the shopfront.

NB – a design and access statement will 
be required to accompany all planning 
applications relating to shopfront 
alterations, removals and installations. 

An explanation of the design approach  
is important and the statement should 
describe how the design has addressed 
the principles and guidance set out in  
this guide.



For further detailed guidance please refer to the  
Welwyn Hatfield Supplementary Design Guide 2005



This leaflet is produced and published by:

Planning Policy 
Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council 
The Campus 
Welwyn Garden City 
Herts AL8 6AE

Tel: 01707 357539
Email: planningpolicy@welhat.gov.uk

This leaflet is also available to view and  
download from the council’s website  
www.welhat.gov.uk

Supported by the Welwyn Garden City  
Town Centre Partnership 
www.welwyngarden.co.uk

If you would like to receive  
this document in a different 
language or format please email 
contact-whc@welhat.gov.uk  
or call 01707 357000
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