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Dear Sirs
PLANNING GREEN PAPER: RESPONSE BY HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT FORUM 

The Role of the Historic Environment Forum 

The Historic Environment Forum is an informal grouping of independent bodies concerned with the archaeological investigation, management and interpretation of the historic environment –both buried remains and standing structures.

The Forum provides an opportunity for institutions to discuss matters of common concern, with the intention of establishing shared positions and promoting clear and consistent messages from practitioners and other stakeholders in the historic environment.  

We welcome the government commitment to the simplification of the planning process, allowing greater transparency and accountability in the decision-making process and moving the balance of decision making from the simply reactive assessment of individual applications to more proactive planning. All of these moves will do much to promote social inclusion and access to the planning process which is to be greatly desired.  We are encouraged to note that the government recognises that the success of these proposals, however, requires appropriate resourcing within all tiers of local government.  

The following represents our detailed comments. 

Abolition of Structure Plans

Statutory local plan policy on the historic environment contained within county Structure plans and local development plans is vital to ensure that development is sustainable in terms of the historic environment and the most important historic environment assets are preserved. Within the local plan system, Structure plans provide the essential, statutory sub-regional strategic historic environment policy direction for local plans. Specialist historic environment services – especially archaeological services – that advise most district local planning authorities, are also concentrated within county councils. 

We are therefore concerned that the proposed abolition of Structure plans will lead to a strategic and implementation vacuum for the historic environment at the county/sub-regional level. Although we welcome the statement that historic environment policies will be included within local development frameworks (LDFs), we feel that without a statutory sub-regional direction, LDF historic environment policies will not be adequate either to conserve the historic environment or to reflect the views of local communities.  We are also concerned that the specialist historic environment services based within county councils will be in danger of fragmentation.  

Review of PPGs 15 and 16

We welcome the Government’s commitment in paragraph 4.5 of the recent policy statement The Historic Environment: A Force for the Future to the policy principles set out in PPGs 15 and 16. However, a key feature of PPG 16 in particular is the clear guidance it contains on in the treatment of archaeology within the planning process. This has brought significant benefits, both in terms of the protection of important sites and in clarity for both archaeologists and developers on this issue.  Although we recognise that some aspects of this guidance may be in need of revision, we consider that it should be retained within the PPG. Without such guidance, there is a high risk that the development-led archaeology that paragraph 4.43 of A Force for the Future commends as the result of PPG 16, would be under threat.  

Statutory and non-Statutory consultees
We are greatly alarmed at proposals to reduce the number of statutory consultees, thus effectively excluding many of the organisations representing the concerns of the historic environment from access to the planning process. It is very important with respect to the conservation of the historic environment that the current NGOs are retained as statutory consultees.

Business Planning Zones 
In the absence of normal planning controls, the impact of development on the historic environment of BPZs should be properly assessed in accordance with the guidance in PPGs 15 & 16.  Historic environment impact assessments would be a quick and cost-effective method of assessing the suitability of potential BPZs before they are designated.  They would help to prevent the identification of significant historic environment issues late in the planning of development in such areas, a situation which may lead to significant delays and unresolved conflicts.  Such assessments would consider both below-ground archaeological deposits and potentially-important historic buildings. It would be helpful if DTLR and DTI would issue guidance to RDAs on the need to assess the impact of BPZs on the historic environment.

Permitted Development Rights
We welcome the review of the GPDO with the objective of making it easier to understand.  We feel that greater local flexibility in the definition of PDR would be generally beneficial for the historic environment.  In particular, some existing permitted development rights have an adverse affect upon the historic environment of major historic towns and historic landscapes, especially to below-ground archaeological deposits. We therefore would wish to see the  GPDO make it easier for local authorities to remove permitted development rights where it is known that important archaeological remains will be adversely affected.  

In addition, we consider that the demolition historic buildings that are not Listed – both in and outside of Conservation Areas – continues to be a major threat to the historic environment.  As such, we strongly believe that demolition of historic buildings should be removed as a PDR and should require planning permission. 

Better Enforcement

Developing without consent can have significant adverse affects upon the historic environment, which is a finite and non-renewable resource.  We therefore feel that such development should be made a criminal offence. We also support the view that there should be punitive charges for deliberate breaches of planning regulations. 

User-friendly checklist
We welcome the suggestion that local authorities should publish a user-friendly checklist of information required of applicants. We also welcome the inclusion of environmental effects in the model checklist, and believe that this should be expanded to detail the main types of environmental effect, including archaeology and the historic environment.  In addition, we feel that the checklist should include reference to the need for early consultation with planning authorities where significant impacts on the historic environment are likely and the desirability for applicants to provide the results of impact assessments with planning applications, as recommended in PPGs 15 and 16.. 

Better Skills
Planning policy and law for the historic environment is a complex, specialist and rapidly developing subject. As part of the agenda for improving the skills, image and culture of the planning profession, we feel that this should include some specific training for planners and the planning inspectorate in the historic environment, including archaeology. 

Crown Development 
ALGAO welcomes the government’s renewed commitment to the principle of removing Crown immunity form planning control.

Daughter Documents

Planning Obligations: Delivering a Fundamental Change 

The proposed replacement of S106 agreement with a tariff system would provide a more satisfactory and consistent means of delivering sustainable development. We consider that local authorities preparing LDFs should be encouraged to include in their statement of core policies reference to the benefits of planning obligations to the historic environment, whether through conservation, interpretation, improved access or an increase in knowledge.   Such benefits would help deliver the policy objective of widening access to the historic environment, which lies at the heart of the government statement The Historic Environment: A Force for the Future.
Yours faithfully 

Stewart Bryant

(ALGAO)

