
Do I need planning permission?
Building in front of the building line requires planning 
permission and is unlikely to be approved above ground. 
Below ground, however, basement extensions into the 
front garden may be permitted, provided that they do not 
constitute ‘gross over-development’. 

Planning permission may be required to demolish, add or 
raise any wall, gate or railing, especially over 1m high in 
the front garden.

Within the Conservation Area, solar panels are not 
permitted on roofs fronting roads. Residents are 
encouraged to consider an installation on the rear roof  
or in the back garden. 

Planning permission is not required for roof lights to 
be installed on any roof slope provided that they do not 
project more than 150mm above the tiled or leaded slope. 
Where they are installed in a side slope they must be 
obscure glazed and cannot open unless the opening part 
of the roof light is more than 1.7m above the floor of the 
room they serve. At least in front roofs they must be of 
the ‘Conservation Roof light’ pattern, with a vertical bar 
down the centre.

Lopping or felling of trees (trunk over 75mm diameter 
at 1.5m above the ground) in the Conservation Area 
requires six weeks’ notice to Oxford City Council. Some 
trees will also be protected as Tree Preservation Orders 
(TPO). You will need separate permission from the 
Council before you carry out any works to a tree that is 
protected by a TPO.

Further information
The history and ethos of the area are summed up in Tanis 
Hinchcliffe’s North Oxford (Yale University Press: New 
Haven and London, 1992). 

The City Council planning website (www.oxford.gov.
uk/planning) explains Conservation Area policies and 
displays planning applications and public comments on 
them. The North Oxford Victorian Suburb Conservation 
Area Appraisal covers the area street by street. 

New planning applications are publicised in The Oxford 
Times and by a yellow notice on site, with a deadline for 
comments 3–5 weeks later. Residents can receive weekly 
notifications of all the planning applications in their area 
by logging onto the City Council Planning database.

TREES AND SHRUBS FOR PLANTING IN 
NORTH OXFORD FRONT GARDENS
When deciding on planting, bear in mind the maximum 
heights of trees, ease of maintenance, aspect and wildlife 
potential.

LARGE GARDEN TREES
Beech (Fagus sylvatica) and copper beech
Lime (Tilia cordata)
Pine (Pinus sylvestris)
Oak (Quercus robur)
Monkey puzzle (Araucaria araucana)

SMALL GARDEN TREES
Yew (Taxus baccata)
Holly (Ilex spp.)
Weeping birch (Betula pendula tristis)
Acer (e.g. A. cappadocium, A. negundo, A. palmatum)
Hawthorn (many suitable Crataegus spp.)
Crab apples (e.g. Malus sylvestris)
Prunus (e.g. P. avium, P.cerasifera, P.dulcis)
Laburnum (sterile form)
Sorbus spp.

FLOWERING SHRUBS
Forsythia (Forsythia spectabilis)
Mock orange (Philadelphus virginiana)
White shrub rose (Rosa blanc double)
White lilac (Syringa vulgaris Madame Lemoine)
Snowball tree (Viburnum plicatum)
Snowy mespilus (Amelanchier)
Batchelor’s Buttons (Kerria japonica)
Fuchsia magellanica
Cotoneaster horizontalis
Physocarpus spp., Lavender, Hebe, Choisya

EVERGREEN SHRUBS 
Mahonia spp.
Laurel (Prunus laurocerasus or P. lusitanica)
Tassel bush (Garrya eliptica)
Strawberry tree (Arbutus unedo)
Magnolias
Box (Buxus sempervirens)
Yucca, Fatsia

WALL COVER
Climbing Hydrangea (Hydrangea petiolaris)
Wisteria
Clematis (e.g. C. montana)
Virginia creeper (Ampelopsis)
Honeysuckle (Lonicera)

THE FRONT GARDENS OF THE 
NORTH OXFORD VICTORIAN 

SUBURB

 A guide for householders

The North Oxford Victorian suburb is admired 
throughout the world. Its character is that of a 
garden city and it is in all our interests to keep 
it that way. Here we provide planning advice, 
discuss the current planning constraints and 

emphasise the value of suitable planting.

This leaflet is produced by the 
St Margaret’s Area Society  

(https:stmargaretsareasociety.wordpress.com)

with advice from Oxford City Council



History and significance
The North Oxford Victorian Suburb was built largely 
in Victorian Gothic between 1870 and 1900, on land 
formerly owned by St John’s College and, to a lesser 
extent, New College. Its cultural and architectural 
significance was recognised by its designation as Oxford’s 
first Conservation Area (established 1968–76). The suburb 
extends from St Giles, Norham Gardens and Observatory 
Street in the south, to Frenchay Road, Lathbury Road and 
Belbroughton Road in the north, the river Cherwell in the 
east and Oxford Canal in the west.

Its distinctive character is defined by brick buildings 
with stone lintels and embellishments, tall stone-topped 
pillars beside the entrances, and garden walls with half-
round coping stones, in the past topped by iron railings. 
An abundance of planting softens the architecture.

Vulnerability
The traditional street aspect is under pressure as front 
gardens are modified for car parking, bin stores and cycle 
racks are introduced, windows and porches are altered 
and houses are extended. The attractive trees and shrubs 
which adorn the walls and houses and add contrasting 
colour and texture are often removed. 

Many such changes do not require planning permission. 
Yet, ideally, modifications should be sensitive to the 
distinctive architectural features of the area and the 
aspect from the road. It is courteous to discuss ideas with 
neighbours before architects are engaged.

How to manage change (conservation and 
enhancement)
Developments should ‘preserve and enhance’ the 
character and appearance of the Conservation Area. In 
practice, the interpretation of the guidelines is clearly 
somewhat subjective. However, here are some ideas for 
good practice.

Brick garden walls and railings
Brick garden boundary walls frame the houses and 
planting. When repairing walls, follow the original 
design, including tall stone-topped columns, half-round 
coping bricks, using ‘Flemish garden wall bond’ (three 
bricks lengthwise followed by one at right angles across 
the two layers of bricks) and traditional lime mortar. 

The front walls originally carried iron railings. Suitable 
patterns are mentioned in the Council’s ‘North Oxford 
Railings Guide’ at www.oxford.gov.uk/planning. The 
Oxford Preservation Trust’s recommendations are 
available at www.oxfordpreservation.org.uk.

Gardens
As much planting as possible should be retained. The sizes 
and shapes of the larger gardens allow a planted strip to 
be maintained between the front wall and the parking 
area to reduce the visual impact of the cars and paving.

Windows
Ideally, traditional sash window frames should be 
retained, with the same pattern of glazing bars as the 
attached or nearby houses. Stonework around windows 
and doors, and on chimneys, is an important stylistic 
feature. 

Stonework
The variety of stonework on house fronts in the same 
street is often striking. Existing stonework should remain 
unpainted and be repaired or replaced like-for-like if 
damaged; so should chimneys.

Bins and bicycle sheds
If bins and bicycles cannot be kept behind the house, 
a small wooden store in the front garden is usually 
possible, especially if it is painted to appear unobtrusive, 
and screened by planting.

Trees
Planting enlivens the buildings and contributes to the 
street scene. Large trees make an indispensible aesthetic 
and environmental contribution to the characteristic 
streetscape. After a tree is removed another should be 
planted nearby. Suitable species are suggested on the 
back of this leaflet.



History and significance
The North Oxford Victorian Suburb was built largely 
in Victorian Gothic between 1870 and 1900, on land 
formerly owned by St John’s College and, to a lesser 
extent, New College. Its cultural and architectural 
significance was recognised by its designation as Oxford’s 
first Conservation Area (established 1968–76). The suburb 
extends from St Giles, Norham Gardens and Observatory 
Street in the south, to Frenchay Road, Lathbury Road and 
Belbroughton Road in the north, the river Cherwell in the 
east and Oxford Canal in the west.

Its distinctive character is defined by brick buildings 
with stone lintels and embellishments, tall stone-topped 
pillars beside the entrances, and garden walls with half-
round coping stones, in the past topped by iron railings. 
An abundance of planting softens the architecture.

Vulnerability
The traditional street aspect is under pressure as front 
gardens are modified for car parking, bin stores and cycle 
racks are introduced, windows and porches are altered 
and houses are extended. The attractive trees and shrubs 
which adorn the walls and houses and add contrasting 
colour and texture are often removed. 

Many such changes do not require planning permission. 
Yet, ideally, modifications should be sensitive to the 
distinctive architectural features of the area and the 
aspect from the road. It is courteous to discuss ideas with 
neighbours before architects are engaged.

How to manage change (conservation and 
enhancement)
Developments should ‘preserve and enhance’ the 
character and appearance of the Conservation Area. In 
practice, the interpretation of the guidelines is clearly 
somewhat subjective. However, here are some ideas for 
good practice.

Brick garden walls and railings
Brick garden boundary walls frame the houses and 
planting. When repairing walls, follow the original 
design, including tall stone-topped columns, half-round 
coping bricks, using ‘Flemish garden wall bond’ (three 
bricks lengthwise followed by one at right angles across 
the two layers of bricks) and traditional lime mortar. 

The front walls originally carried iron railings. Suitable 
patterns are mentioned in the Council’s ‘North Oxford 
Railings Guide’ at www.oxford.gov.uk/planning. The 
Oxford Preservation Trust’s recommendations are 
available at www.oxfordpreservation.org.uk.

Gardens
As much planting as possible should be retained. The sizes 
and shapes of the larger gardens allow a planted strip to 
be maintained between the front wall and the parking 
area to reduce the visual impact of the cars and paving.

Windows
Ideally, traditional sash window frames should be 
retained, with the same pattern of glazing bars as the 
attached or nearby houses. Stonework around windows 
and doors, and on chimneys, is an important stylistic 
feature. 

Stonework
The variety of stonework on house fronts in the same 
street is often striking. Existing stonework should remain 
unpainted and be repaired or replaced like-for-like if 
damaged; so should chimneys.

Bins and bicycle sheds
If bins and bicycles cannot be kept behind the house, 
a small wooden store in the front garden is usually 
possible, especially if it is painted to appear unobtrusive, 
and screened by planting.

Trees
Planting enlivens the buildings and contributes to the 
street scene. Large trees make an indispensible aesthetic 
and environmental contribution to the characteristic 
streetscape. After a tree is removed another should be 
planted nearby. Suitable species are suggested on the 
back of this leaflet.


	Gardens leaflet February 2018 page 1
	Gardens leaflet 2017 2

