
 
 

PLEASE NOTE
The Unitary Development Plan (UDP) policies and planning, building control and other legislation and 
regulations referred to in the text of this guide were current at the time of publication. Because this 
guidance is an electronic version of the printed guidance as approved and adopted, these references have 
NOT been changed. For ease of contact; names, telephone numbers and locations have been regarded as 
non-material editorial changes and have been updated. 
  
As UDP policies and government legislation may have changed over time, before carrying out any work, it 
is recommended that you consult the current UDP 
http://www.westminster.gov.uk/planningandlicensing/udp/index.cfm for policy revisions and you may wish 
to check with planning and/or building control officers about your proposals.   

 
 
 

Architectural Theft 
 

Westminster's Architectural Heritage at Risk 
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One of two sculpted (copied) crouching female figures, flanking the shaped apron of the first floor window 
above shop in central Westminster, c.1900. 
 
Almost any building with historic fixtures and fittings can be a target for thieves who can make 
large amounts of money reselling architectural artefacts. 
 
In the 1960's, many old houses were 'modernised', i.e. they were stripped of original doors, panelling and 
fireplaces.  Today a property is more valuable and desirable if its historic fixtures and fittings are intact or 
restored.  This has created a booming market for architectural antiques and has encouraged theft. 
 
All decorative items, both internal and external, are valuable.  Doors made of mahogany or chimneypieces 
carved of marble are more at risk than items of pine or slate.  Strong demand for chimenypieces 
(fireplaces) makes them most frequently stolen items. 
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Large-scale features such as staircases, door frames, railings and even balconies have been stolen, so do 
not assume that size is an automatic deterrent. 
 

 

Examples of a staircase with 
iron balustrade, and a 
fireplace, mid 19th century.  
Similar architectural features 
have been stolen from 
houses in Westminster. 
 

 
 
When buildings are most vulnerable: 
Architectural theft occurs most frequently when buildings are vacant or undergoing building work.  
Buildings on the market are also at risk, especially when sales particulars include photographs of interiors. 
 
If you own a listed building, you should notify the police if you have reasons to believe that it is at risk from 
architectural theft.  Specific advice on the security of architectural artefacts and the buildings housing them 
can be obtained from the Crime Prevention Officer at your local police station. 
 
 
What can you do to protect your property: 
It is vital that valuable objects are well recorded, so that you can pass on sufficient details to the 
authorities, if theft occurs.  This will aid identification and improve the chances of recovery. 
 
Other measures, such as fitting secure locks to doors and windows or providing adequate lighting at night, 
may appear to be simple common sense but are often given less consideration and priority than they 
deserve.  In respect of your own property, you can obtain details on these and other anti-theft measures, 
from your local police station. 
 
 
What is (mostly) at risk: 
Practically everything in an unsecured building is at risk of theft, as thieves often employ specialist 
knowledge and unlimited imagination.  Recorded instances of theft include removal or rigidly fixed items 
such as door surrounds and pediments, wall tiles, York stone paving, hardwood floorboards, and even 
sections of decorative stucco wall rendering.  However, the items that are most at risk are: 
Chimneypieces 
Panelling 
Decorative ironwork 
Doors 
Stained glass windows 
Shutters 
Decorative joinery 
 
 
The City Council recommends the following precautions: 
Photograph potentially valuable or vulnerable items, both internal and external, and keep an inventory of 
all architectural artefacts.  Take basic measurements where appropriate. 
 
Take out adequate insurance to cover the cost of replacing stolen items with facsimile reproductions.  With 
valuable artefacts this cover may have to be specific to particular items.  You may need an insurance 
valuer to get an up-to-date valuation. 
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Make sure your security precautions reflect the total value of architectural artefacts in the building -
 especially if the building is to be left vacant or undergoing building work.  When you know your property is 
going to be empty or otherwise vulnerable, make sure it is fitted with appropriate locks and an adequate 
alarm system.  Chimneypieces in particular should be boxed in and fitted with alarms to protect them from 
theft (as well as from accidental damage by workmen). 
 
In some cases where the value of artefacts is very high, it will be necessary to have 24-hour security 
presence. 
 
Normally, the City Council will not grant listed building consent for the removal of valuable items for 
storage or for protection from theft.  As the owner of a listed building, you are responsible for ensuring that 
no damage is done to it and that its architectural or historic interest is not adversely affected.  If fixtures or 
fittings are lost from a listed building which is undergoing building work or awaiting development, the City 
Council will insist on their replacement with facsimile reproductions or suitable replacements from proven 
legitimate sources. 
 
If a theft occurs, inform the police and Westminster City Council's Department of Planning and 
Transportation immediately.  If possible, supply photographs of the stolen items.  It is important that the 
City Council is informed of all architectural thefts, so that an up-to-date register of stolen items is 
maintained to assist their recovery or to make their reproduction possible in the future. 
 
Many architectural thefts occur in broad daylight, with no attempt to conceal the fact that a theft is taking 
place.  If you see anyone behaving suspiciously around empty buildings or removing architectural 
artefacts, you should immediately inform the police. 
 
 
Remember: 
It is a criminal offence to remove any fixtures or fittings from a listed building, without Listed 
Building Consent, even if the person who does it is the owner of the building.  Under Section 9 of 
the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, the courts can impose fines and 
prison sentences on anyone who is found responsible for an offence of this type. 
 

Interior of Grade I listed property 
undergoing restoration works in 
the late 1970's.  Original doors, 
panelling and other detachable 
features were stored away safely 
while works were being carried 
out.  The temporary timber frame 
and boarding give some 
protection to the fireplace. 

 
 
Further information: 
This leaflet is designed to answer only general queries.  If you have other, more detailed questions or wish 
to report a theft, please contact the relevant conservation officer in the City Council's Development 
Planning Services. 
 

 
CLICK HERE FOR LINK TO 

WESTMINSTER CITY COUNCIL 
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CONTACTS LIST 
 

 
Other contacts: 
 
English Heritage 
23 Savile Row 
London  W1X 1AB 
Tel: (020) 7973 3000 
 
Art and Antiques Squad 
New Scotland Yard 
Broadway 
London  SW1H 
Tel: (020) 7230 1212 
 
 
Other relevant Supplementary Planning Guidance publications by the City Council's Development 
Planning Services available from One-Stop Services:  
'Designing Out Crime in Westminster' 
'A Guide to the Siting and Security Cameras and Other Security Equipment' 
'Public CCTV Systems: Guidance for Design and Privacy' 
'Public Art in Westminster' 
'The Listing of Buildings of Architectural or Historic Interest' 
'Repairs and Alterations to Listed Buildings' 
'Design Guidelines for Shopfront Security' 
 
 

Richly decorated door surroundings, 
panelling and ceiling, late 19th century, in 
west Westminster. 

 
 
Department of Planning and City Development, Development Planning Services, March 2000 
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