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HERITAGE LINK SUBMISSION TO 
EFRA SELECT COMMITTEE INQUIRY 
ON THE POTENTIAL OF ENGLAND'S RURAL ECONOMY

Introduction: Heritage Link brings together 80 voluntary organisations concerned with heritage in England representing interests from specialist advisers, practitioners and managers, volunteers and owners, to national funding bodies and local building preservation trusts. Much of the historic environment is cared for - supported, managed or owned - by these organisations. They are supported by some 4 million members making it the biggest alliance of heritage interests in England.

Some Heritage Link members are responding to this consultation from their own particular standpoint, but the purpose of this response is to identify the shared concerns of the non governmental heritage sector. 

This response is supported by the following member organisations: 

1. Ancient Monuments Society / Friends and Friendless Churches

2. Association of Gardens Trusts 
3. Churches Conservation Trust

4. Country Land and Business Association

5. Ecclesiastical Architects and Surveyors' Association (EASA)
6. Gateway Gardens Trust
7. Heritage Afloat 
8. Historic Chapels Trust 
9. Historic Farm Buildings Group
10. Historic Houses Association
11. Inland Waterways Association
12. Institute of Field Archaeologists

13. Maintain our Heritage

14. Norfolk Archaeological Trust

15. War Memorials Trust

1. Heritage Link is grateful to have the opportunity to contribute to this consultation which presents a timely opportunity to understand the forces currently at play in a fast changing rural context and to review the economic opportunities and threats resulting from these changes. 
Within the membership of Heritage Links are organisations whose members have a direct link with and dependence on agriculture.  However, as the foot and mouth disaster clearly demonstrated, the economy of rural areas is much broader than just agriculture, even though dependent on the economic health of that industry.  

1.2. Tourism is a major industry for the UK as a whole, and the countryside and its quality is a major constituent of this attraction.  The most recent Great Britain Day Visits Survey, carried out in 2003, recorded that there were 1.26 billion day visits to the countryside in 2003 and is estimated that 62% of the UK population made a visit within the previous 12 months, strongly demonstrating the importance that our largely urban society places on it.  

1.3. Within those areas defined in the 2004 classification as rural, are 75 per cent of the area of land within world heritage sites in the UK; 47 per cent of listed buildings; 67 per cent of the areas covered by Scheduled Ancient Monuments; 68 per cent (by area) designated Historic Parks and Gardens; and 58 per cent of designated battle field sites. Although most of these areas are in private ownership, the present and long term benefits are enjoyed by a significant proportion of today’s population as well as providing the backdrop that completes the image of Britain that is enjoyed by many millions of foreign visitors each year.  

1.4. In rural settlement areas the importance of the built heritage is also evident.  For example, 49 per cent of all listed Anglican churches, and 61 per cent of Grade I listed Anglican churches are located in the East Midlands, the East of England and the West Country, which contain only 26 per cent of the population. 
1.5 It is impossible to consider the potential of the rural economy without considering the historic environment and the environmental, social and economic benefits those heritage assets bring to 21st century society.  
2 The Assets

2.1 The countryside is in itself England’s greatest heritage asset.  It is almost entirely the result of human intervention.  The patchwork patterning of fields, isolated farms or villages built around the medieval parish churches, together with historic houses, castles, canals and industrial remains all contribute to the quality of landscape that we value so highly.

2.2 The evolution of England’s rural landscapes provides an historical record of enormous importance.  The countryside is a unique record of human development, revealing the changing nature of the relationship between people and the land.  The continuing survival in today’s countryside provides glimpses into the lives of past societies and the way in which they have changed over time.  It is this survival that is at the foundation of the way people feel who live in the countryside and is the lure for those that visit.

2.3 Research carried out by VisitBritain in ten emerging national markets found that as many as 72 per cent of visitors from Russia and 66 per cent of visitors from China stated that visits to ‘castles, churches, monuments and historic houses’ were the top choice of those who were planning or were very likely to come to Britain. 

2.4 According to a survey of visitors to the Britain and London Visitor Centre, 56 per cent had already or were planning to visit castles, churches, monuments and historic houses. For domestic tourists, the chance to explore the countryside is one of the key factors in choosing where to go on holiday. 

2.5 Research by VisitBritain has shown that unspoilt countryside, interesting villages and market towns, castles, country houses and gardens are among the principal reasons why domestic visitors chose to spend their holidays in England rather than abroad. 

2.6 The National Trust’s study Valuing our Environment found that 40 per cent of the jobs created through tourism rely directly on a high quality environment and that this increases to 60 – 70 per cent in rural areas. 

2.7 Employment related to tourism activities at 680 heritage attraction sites across England is estimated to be just over 32,000.  Historic houses and palaces alone employ 15,000, of whom over 6,000 are paid employees and nearly 9,000 are volunteers.  The Historic Houses Association has drawn attention to the role that historic houses play as centres of rural economic activity and employment, and often the only such drivers in deprived rural areas. Such activity depends not just on day visitors, but also on events, rallies and all kinds of commercial activity at these properties.  Theses historic houses, as well as castles, gardens, parks and wider estates play an enormously significant role not only in keeping communities alive but also in maintaining the face of the countryside.

2.8 When reviewing assets it is all too easy to forget people, and for the heritage sector they have an importance not only as the owners and managers of the assets in question, but also providing a huge volunteer input into this management.

2.9 The UK has an exceptionally strong heritage voluntary sector, with over 100 voluntary bodies, the great majority of them represented by Heritage Link. The Department for Culture Media and Sports 2006 Taking Part Survey gives an annual figure of 400,000 heritage volunteers, far higher than previous estimates. These thousands give their time to the care and making possible the access to a huge range of heritage properties and sites. This resource is unsupported, other than by the voluntary organisations themselves.  However, even this picture is changing, since this voluntary sector is ageing.  For example, the National Trust estimates that 52% of its volunteers are over 65 and only four per cent are under 35. 

2.10 In addition to their intrinsic value, the substantial financial, social and educational benefits delivered through these historic assets are a fundamental element in the potential of the rural economy. .

3. The Changes

3.1 Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2004 (Defra et al, 2004) provides a comprehensive survey of the current state of British agriculture. It shows that, in 2004, average total income from farming per full time person equivalent fell 7.5 per cent in real terms, to £14,800, reversing rises in 2002-3 and continuing a long-term decline since the mid 1990s. This drop in farm income is particularly marked in the upland areas. Figures from the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors also illustrate the low profitability of agriculture, with average returns on agricultural capital of less than one per cent, even when CAP payments are included. 

3.2 In 2005, reform of the Common Agricultural Policy led to significant changes in the way agriculture is subsidised, decoupling direct payments from levels of production.  The new Single Payment Scheme (SPS) replaces all existing CAP direct aid schemes with a flat rate entitlement. All those who are in receipt of the SPS are required to observe certain environmental and animal welfare standards.  These ‘cross-compliance’ requirements include the maintenance of land in Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) and extend to the protection of scheduled monuments and stone boundary walls.

3.3 The long-term implications of the SPS are hard to predict, but it is likely to have a significant effect on the pattern of farming and the appearance of the wider landscape. Less intensive agriculture in some areas may deliver some environmental benefits, although in other areas undergrazing, increased specialisation, localised intensification and further loss of farm labour could also bring significant challenges. Changes of use from grazing to arable or energy crops can have a destructive impact on unscheduled buried archaeological remains.  The National Trust has highlighted the particular vulnerabilities of upland farming districts in England. Analysis of the Trust’s own tenant farms in the Lake District, Yorkshire Dales and Moors, the Peak District and Northumberland suggests that unless there is radical change in farming in these areas, most farms will be making a loss by 2012.  This lack of profitability could threaten the survival of many small and currently unprofitable farm units, leading to long-term environmental damage to upland areas through the lack of grazing.  
3.4 The effect on rural heritage economy will be much wider, since continuing social and economic pressures for change threaten aspects of the rural historic environment, such as our rich legacy of historic parish churches and other places of worship, as well as traditional farm buildings.  Obviously radical changes in agricultural fortunes are a uniquely rural concern, but many of the concerns facing rural areas are urban as well.  The declining availability of traditional craft skills and the loss of local character in historic settlements, are shared with cities and conurbations. 

3.5 It is essential that the benefits provided by the historic environment are recognised, not only, as indicated above, as a driver of tourism and inward investment, but also because it underpins local identity and community pride.  The parish church is a resource not only for its immediate congregation, but also for other local residents, as well as for visitors.

3.6 The heritage, wildlife, scenery and recreational access which people value so highly in the countryside are the product of countryside which has been actively managed over many centuries.  While the postwar intensification of agriculture has threatened many aspects of this heritage, its 21st-century restructuring could pose equally difficult problems.

3.7 Changes in climate will change not just the flora and fauna but also the landscape. In addition, predicted flooding, and even the necessary mitigation to this funding, will have an impact on heritage sites and buildings.  It is essential that any changes made as the result of the review of the Water Framework Directive will accommodate research, debate and funding to ensure that these assets receive an appropriate level of attention.  

3.8 Climate change and the way we adapt to it are also to likely to alter and may increase visitor levels to the countryside. This will have economic benefits for these areas, but it will also have an impact which will need to be managed, and for which resources will have to be found and financed.

3.9 Other pressures, not least those of housing will lead to the need for difficult decisions, particularly in the more populated areas of the country, and on the urban fringe of the great conurbations.  A recent study carried out by Hertfordshire County Council had shown that already one third of the traditional timber buildings in the county had been converted, usually to residential use, and that at the present rate of attrition there will be none of these examples left in the county by 2020.

3.10 In a recent study 73 per cent of conservation officers reported a significant demand for the conversion of listed working farmstead buildings into dwellings, while only 21 per cent of officers reported significant demand for conversion of buildings for economic re-use.  This finding was reflected in statistics for planning applications. 57 per cent of sites with list entries had been subject to a planning application since 1980, and two-thirds of these were subject to multiple applications.  Eight out of ten planning applications were approved and at least one in five of all list entries have had permission granted for change of use since 1980. Almost half of all relevant applications for listed building consent over the same period were for curtilage buildings (as opposed to farmhouses themselves), with 38 per cent of these involving the complete demolition of the building.

3.11 The rate of change in other features has been equally dramatic.  Nearly half of the parkland recorded by the 1918 Ordnance Survey Edition had disappeared by the end of the twentieth century.

3.12 Global warming and the concern for scarce resources also re-enforces the need to look to the reuse of the existing stock of buildings both nationally and within the rural context.  The use of historic churches to provide community services is a welcome way to consider reconnecting historic buildings with their communities.  Similarly, in the face of increasing rates of historic farm building redundancy and with major pressures on rural housing, policies on re-use and conversion will need to be reassessed.  However, in order to be able manage these changes, it will be essential that research is carried out on a wider geographic scale, and provides an objective means by which these difficult assessments might be made.  The Tool Kit for Sustainable Development of Farm Buildings currently being piloted by English Heritage provides a robust mechanism by which this process can be initiated, and it is essential that funding is made available to place it on a national basis. 

4. The investment

Whilst this picture provides real cause for concern, it should not completely conceal the level of investment that is occurring from a number of resources. The Heritage Lottery Fund, for example has given £860 million to projects of all kinds located in English rural areas since 1994. 

4.1 The Environmentally Sensitive Area (ESA) and Countryside Stewardship schemes have contributed an estimated £90 million 2000- 2004 towards the conservation of the rural historic environment and have been the principal source of funding for management of rural archaeological sites, the restoration of parkland and repair of traditional farm buildings.

4.2 £41 million has gone to rural Townscape Heritage Initiatives and Conservation Area Partnerships; over £600 million to rural Heritage Grants (including places of worship, museums and other projects in rural areas); over £90 million  to rural parks projects; over £20 million to rural Your Heritage Projects and over £38.4 million in dedicated repair grants to rural churches. In rural areas
4.3 In rural areas, the church building is frequently the focus of village life. The Review of the Rural Churches in Community Service Programme under which 99 rural churches received Millennium grants to adapt their buildings showed the beneficial impact this had on their communities.

4.4 As with all grant programmes, these funding sources are being re-assessed, terminated or remodelled and introduced in new forms.  Whilst the level of consultation that takes place is welcome,  this places a huge burden on the organisations affected by the proposed changes.  Because of its wide membership, Heritage Link has pulled together a consensus view on a number of topics.  However, with an increasing move to draw together regional strategies, and particularly in the case of rural areas, the establishment funding programmes, the organisation's ability and capacity to respond is challenged.  Under these circumstances, it is essential that the importance of the heritage agenda is very clearly established within the remit of those regional bodies now identified with the delivery of such programmes.

5. The Returns

5.1 The cost of maintaining the fabric of these heritage assets is daunting and for this reason tends to be seen in negative terms. However, there is an alternative view point to this, as was ably demonstrated in the study jointly carried out by English Heritage, Defra and with assistance from the Lakeland National Park Authority.  Conservation plans were agreed on 655 buildings of which 35 were listed.  Over 90% of these buildings are now in productive use.  The scheme resulted in the creation of 15 new jobs directly, and 29 indirectly. Without the scheme it has been estimated that two thirds of the buildings would become redundant. It has been estimated that the grant investment stimulated an additional spend of £1.45m. Local contractors described significant increase in turnover, and the farmers indicated an improvement in the efficiency of their business.

5.2 Almost half (49 per cent) of the UK’s £77 billion construction industry involves the repair and refurbishment of existing buildings, and over 86,000 people are directly employed by the built heritage sector. 

5.3 However, the craft skills needed to care for our heritage are fast disappearing. Traditional Building Craft Skills: Assessing the Need, Meeting the Challenge, Skills Needs Analysis of the Built Heritage Sector in England, published in June 2005 by the National Heritage Training Group and funded by Construction Skills and English Heritage, is the first major piece of research on the level of skilled labour in the built heritage sector. Fewer than 40,000 people are skilled in traditional crafts, yet on current trends the contribution of crafts to the rural economy could exceed that of farming within 10 to 15 years, in order to meet the current demand for the conservation and restoration of historic sites and buildings. 

5.4 These skills will also be vital for the new housing so urgently required in rural areas, and therefore the skills training and work experience that can be gained during the repair and restoration of historic properties will have a positive effect on the programme of rural housing.
5.5  The economic benefits of restoring inland waterways has been well documented in specific cases such as the Kennet and Avon Canal. This work, often undertaken by volunteers, underpins the popularity of canal touring  which has given a significant boost to the rural  economy, and has benefited areas not connected with traditional motor- or cycle-based tourism. The Leeds and Liverpool Canal that traverses the Pennines, and the network of canals around Birmingham are examples of new economic generators in areas without many land-based tourists. The investments made by rural entrepreneurs in new canal-side farm shops, overnight stopping points, fuelling stations are all supported by the survival of the historic environment. 
5.6 An awareness of the fragility and the needs of our heritage, built and natural, and the cost calculations made of the need for restoration and maintenance should be balanced with the value and potential of this irreplaceable asset. Care for the historic environment creates jobs, attracts and promotes businesses, can kick-start the regeneration of run-down areas, and can act as a lure to attracting new businesses into an area. In addition, the rural landscape attracts millions of visitors each year – domestic and international.  For many the countryside as the image of quintessential Englishness evokes a huge emotional response that should not be ignored in the context of national identity.

6. The balance

6.1 The great majority of the rural historic environment is privately owned, and is increasingly available for access by the general public. If future generations are to share the present generation’s enjoyment of the priceless assets of treasured landscapes, then landowners need to be supported in their efforts to deliver on these public goods. Despite the significant investments quoted above, the availability of funding to private owners is increasingly scarce. Tradition sources of such funds, such as English Heritage grant-aid and local authority heritage conservation grants have both declined significantly since the 1990s.

6.2 However, whilst postwar intensification threatened many aspects of this heritage, the 21st-century restructuring is likely to pose equally difficult problems. It is clear that the long-term decline in farm incomes, and the consequent decline in on-farm labour, makes voluntary conservation effort by land owners increasingly difficult to sustain. This picture is particularly bleak in the uplands, where the National Trust has recently suggested that livestock hill farming faces a rapid and unmanaged collapse over the next seven years unless further support is available.

6.3 Whilst the tourism picture is encouraging for rural areas, the long-term decline in farm incomes makes voluntary conservation effort by land owners increasingly difficult to support. This is further exacerbated by the decline in on-farm labour. A recent survey of selected members of the Country Land and Business Association suggested that they spent each year an average of £29,000 on the maintenance and upkeep of listed buildings and Scheduled Ancient Monuments. 

7. Vital Economic and Fiscal Support

7.1 Agri-environment support for the historic environment has become a major source of funding in the recent rounds, but its continued expansion is not guaranteed, and the increasing demand on the EU budgets will put additional pressure on scarce resources. For reasons that are set out in this paper, Heritage Link strongly argues for a continuation in the support on these heritage assets in the 2007 – 2013 programme, but has concerns, expanded below, that this need has not been identified by the players that will manage these funds.

7.2 Public funding is under great pressure with the forthcoming Comprehensive Spending Review expected to be tight for all Departments. Heritage Link's Chairman has already written to the Secretary of State for Environment Food and Rural Affairs to this effect after raising concerns over future funding sources for rural heritage at a recent meeting with the Minister for Culture (11.10.06). However it is not clear if the Department for Culture Media and Sport itself is raising this issue with DEFRA.

7.3 Heritage Link would also argue that alternative fiscal measures might bring great benefits to these funding equations. The heritage sector has been pressing for some time for a reduction of VAT levels on repair and refurbishment in order to remove the anomaly which currently exists in which it is cheaper to building a new structure than it is to repair an existing one. Since the UK has not taken up the opportunity afforded by minor changes in the EU VAT regime, Heritage Link as an interim measure is currently pursuing with Government a grant scheme to allow VAT relief on repairs to listed building owned by registered charities. In a rural context this would promote social and economic regeneration as well as make better use of public funds. 

7.4 Other fiscal measures are already in place, such as the conditional exemption scheme, applied to the preservation of the historic environment in the countryside. Given the high proportion of scheduled monuments and listed buildings in rural areas, mechanisms such as this have great potential to secure the long term viability of this heritage and the marginal areas in which it exists.

7.5 Another mechanism vital to ensure the long term management of rural heritage assets  are the tax benefits for the owners of rural heritage who receive Agricultural Property Relief from Inheritance Tax. However, this will be a less powerful tool as land ownership passes out of agriculture and into alternative ownership.

Summary


Significant and profound changes are taking place in the rural economy. But not addressed are the changes that have occurred, and indeed are still occurring within the delivery mechanism for grant support within rural areas. Given the difficulties that have already occurred over the delivery of Single Payment Grant, the new structures being put into place for payments through the Regional Development Agencies, and through Natural England raise profound disquiet.
In the case of Natural England, these concerns have two main strands. The first is the ability of Natural England, which has only just come into being, and yet has already had £200m of its operational budget withdrawn, to put into place the structures needed to deliver the new grant regimes within the timeframe available.

The second is the concern that the historic environment will be marginalised in Natural England, whose main focus is the natural environment. Natural England’s published strategy 2006 – 2009 makes clear that “Natural England is here to conserve and enhance the natural environment, for its intrinsic value, the well being and enjoyment of people and the economic prosperity it brings”. The document only mentions the built heritage once, and yet as Heritage Link has argued in this paper, the landscape of England is far from natural and the built heritage is an essential component of it.

Similarly, Heritage Link has a concern that the focus on economic outputs by RDA’s is not likely to encourage an engagement with cultural and heritage issues. This is of particularly concern because it will be the RDA’s that will manage the new Leader Programme as part of the Rural Development Programme England, in which there are great opportunities for “bottom up” projects. The ability of the RDA’s to link these bottom up project with the top down programmes being administered by Natural England, must also feature as part of this concern.

We are aware that in drawing up this response reliance has been placed on Heritage Counts 2005, produced by the Historic Environment Review Executive Committee (HEREC) see www.heritagecounts.org.uk   This is the fourth annual survey of England’s historic environment, and whilst not the definitive source of information it does provide an important step towards providing the solid evidence base essential for the understanding necessary to devise strategies and manage change in the future. 
It is hoped that in this response we have been able to highlight the importance of heritage within the rural context, not only because it defines a sense of place, and the way in which we view ourselves, but also as a major asset of importance for both rural and national economic health.  

It is recognised that in fulfilling these roles, there will be change, and that change is an essential component of a vibrant society.  Our response has also touched on the implications of this change, and the choices that will have to be made in balancing economic drivers with cultural aspirations.  This is obviously a very big subject with much scope for a debate in which we would be pleased to engage.  We would be more than willing to provide oral evidence should you feel inclined to invite us to join you in this debate,

Heritage Link

October 2006
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