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28th June 2005 

We are grateful to you for initiating a national debate on government, identity and the value of the historic and built environment. We welcome this second essay on the importance of culture in British life and the Department’s endorsement of the historic environment as a key part of our culture.

Heritage Link brings together 79 non government bodies concerned with the heritage including the National Trust, CPRE, Council for British Archaeology, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) as well as many smaller and more specialised bodies. Covering owners, professionals, advisory bodies, volunteering bodies, these organisations have the support of approximately 4 million people in the UK. 

We welcome the opportunity to contribute to a national debate which we see as sustaining the intellectual narrative begun by Power of Place and Force for our Future. We have encouraged our members and the whole heritage sector to respond to the essay through Heritage Link Update, our fortnightly ebulletin. Several of our 79 members have already responded to DCMS in detail and others have commented to Heritage Link. As we have done on previous occasions, rather than duplicate their replies, the Heritage Link response attached now brings out the main areas of consensus as the collective view of the voluntary heritage sector. 

We agree that there are structural, resource and social issues that need to be addressed and would like to work with DCMS to do so. As a member of the Historic Environment Review Executive Committee and Heritage Forum we look forward to discussing over the summer how the whole sector can work together on these questions and to discussing the role and contribution of the voluntary sector when we meet the Minister for Culture on 7th July.
Anthea Case CBE
Chairman, Heritage Link

Better Places To Live 

Heritage Link Response

As part of our response to the essay, we would like to explore some of issues where the sector has concerns about underlying assumptions:  
Scope?

The sector believes passionately that the built and historic environment is an important part of the lives of all our citizens, providing significant resources for economic and social development on people’s very doorsteps and that its potential has yet to be fully tapped. The essay’s title - “Better Places to Live”- suggested that the Government shared our view. Without exception therefore our members expressed surprise at the narrow interpretation of the historic and built environment implicit in the substance of the essay. Although there are references to local environment and local significance, they objected to the strong focus on visitor ‘attractions’ and  the great iconic sites and buildings, and to some extent on the urban bias. Not surprisingly, some of Heritage Link’s more specialist members and in particular those representing transport (and transport structures) and archaeology interests felt these and their contribution to society were underrepresented. 

The focus of the essay was all the more disappointing given the shift towards greater awareness of the significance of local environment and heritage over the last five years - in policy statements such as DCMS own document A Force for Our Future as well as Power of Place. The historic and built environment includes ‘architecture’ but the majority is made up of the more vernacular elements that characterise the historic landscape and townscape, that form the basis of many conservation areas and underpin all local identity. Modest local environments are valued as never before and this localisation is a tremendous asset in keeping heritage activities democratic.

Conflict?

The second assumption we question is that there is conflict between preserving old and building new. The analysis alleges a tension between change and heritage protection that has never been the case other than at the level of specific cases. Furthermore the assumption leads to the historic environment being portrayed not as an opportunity but as an obstacle. In reality, historic buildings and places have been a catalyst for change in repopulating inner cities and declining industrial areas. They are playing  a key role in rural regeneration and they are essential in accommodating new businesses, creative industries and innovation. The emphasis should therefore be on retention and integration with the requirements of the modern world in such a way that the new respects the old and creates places of quality which will in turn become valued. 

In response to specific questions:

b) Is my analysis of the value of the historic and built environment as I have defined it here correct?

Our members welcomed the positioning of the debate on the value of the historic and built environment for its own sake. Several made the point that the benefits of beauty are difficult to capture and that the social and economic benefits which can be more easily calculated should not necessarily predominate. The value society puts on culture and in this instance the historic and built environment is not homogeneous and static but evolving, shifting, diverse and many faceted. We particularly support strengthening understanding of how concepts of ‘public value’ can be developed in the area of cultural and physical heritage, drawing on the work of the Heritage Lottery Fund and more recently CABE. 

The welcome commitment to the concept of inherent value loses credibility when the Secretary of State suggests that digital recording might ‘preserve’ some buildings by record, where they are under threat of demolition. This cannot be a generally acceptable solution, or indeed, a developer’s first port of call. Authenticity is an essential part of heritage values. A record of the original, however technologically advanced, does not offer the same access or emotional involvement as passing a historic building in the street or the skills apparent  in 17th century wood carving. Perhaps, as one contributor suggested, the long running debate with the Greeks could be solved by them accepting a CD of the Elgin marbles. 

(d) What can we do to create public engagement and widen the sense of ownership of the historic and built environment? How in particular do we introduce diversity in terms of engagement, workforce and audience?

Better Places to Live suggests that much progress is required to move the heritage sector beyond white middle class interests and that it lags behind other sectors in this respect. 

Without shrinking from the implicit challenge, we would argue that ‘turnstile’ indicators used to measure public engagement are necessarily crude and misleading, unless only iconic “visitor attraction” sites are valued. The historic environment enjoys a high level of diverse public support through members of heritage bodies, civic and community groups, amateur groups, active volunteering and a range of formal and informal educational opportunities far beyond the educational activities based on ‘heritage attractions’. Less formal engagement is difficult to measure but exceeds that captured by the numbers above. This is corroborated by the enormous passion exposed by programmes such as Restoration illustrating far greater public interest and engagement than had been expected. In addition, individual  ownership and maintenance is another means of participation that falls outside current measures of public engagement. While museums and sports stadia can measure the number of visitors and if necessary their ethnic origin, such a technique is less relevant when the very accessibility of the historic environment requires a different approach. The MORI polls on attitudes to the historic environment in 2000 and 2003 and citizens’ juries are examples of a more imaginative approach.

The Heritage Lottery Fund has played a key role in promoting access and inclusion while English Heritage has also made a significant contribution toward engaging non traditional audiences. In the voluntary sector, the National Trust, the Civic Trust through Heritage Open Days, the Historic Houses Association, Black Environment Network, Gateway Gardens Trust and some County Gardens Trusts are active.
Nevertheless, we accept that much more could be done – and needs to be done – if the potential of the historic environment is to be harnessed. Progress in education, access and engagement needs to take account of the real structural difference between the heritage sector and others in the DCMS family. Unlike the museum world where there are significant numbers of publicly funded organisations in which these objectives can be addressed in the funding contracts, a much smaller proportion of heritage assets are managed by public organisations. They are not less willing as the growing number of voluntary sector initiatives from large private estates to vernacular heritage illustrate and the take up for these new initiatives demonstrates the potential of heritage to engage new and diverse audiences. But the number of private and voluntary sector owners/operators means a much more diverse means of delivery.

 We therefore need to find different ways of linking DCMS and EH with the voluntary sector organisations which will deliver and promote these issues on the ground and locally. One mechanism is clearly through Heritage Link, which has an Inclusion Working Group which has brought together information on inclusion policy and practice on its website and which plans a three year programme to help the voluntary sector understand and address inclusion issues. 


g) How can we better define and deliver the role of Government in supporting it?

We welcome the statement that ‘Government at every level has an important part to play, providing vision, leadership, and support including public investment as necessary’ as well as the balancing of longer term guardianship against short term commercial demands. There are three aspects to Government support:

i. Government priorities

‘The nation’s historic environment is central to economic and social regeneration, liveability, local quality of life and community cohesion.  It should be at the heart and not the periphery of public policy and political priorities as a positive force for change.’ Heritage Link Statement of Concern 8th December 2004.

This is the message we want DCMS to champion across both Whitehall and Westminster. DCMS should raise the profile of heritage and its contribution to national life across Government. We believe that other Departments would welcome a clear strong message. It should also take up a proofing role to ensure that the heritage policy and policies which affect the heritage are co-ordinated across Government departments. 

ii. Regulation – the Planning system and Heritage Protection Review

The division of responsibilities between ODPM and DCMS continues to concern members. It is essential that heritage is fully integrated with planning, regeneration, and the strategy for sustainable development at all levels.

Further to our responses to the Heritage Protection Review, we reiterate concerns about resources and skills to support the new regime, in particular the provision of Conservation Officers. English Heritage’s pilot projects are underway but progress appears slow. Members are also concerned that English Heritage’s specialist/ technical advice role is severely weakened by limited funding and that this is essential for good planning practice and to assist local government and owners. 

The new approach to planning, encouraging more public involvement, will require new skills, if people are to be genuinely engaged in democratic debate about the places where they live, the uses they serve and the values they represent. There are few signs at present that this is being addressed and it remains an issue of concern to all who believe that the built and historic environment should indeed provide “better places to live”.

iii. Public Investment and Fiscal Policy

We agree that that public investment is required where market and voluntary provision falls short but again the example of three ‘deserving’ World Heritage Sites is too limited. The voluntary sector makes strenuous efforts to generate funds to pass on historic assets to future generations and we believe that civilised government should properly share this responsibility. Without this, the values outlined in the essay will be lost to society.

There are direct and indirect means of improving the resources for the historic environment: 

· An environmentally responsible fiscal policy is essential, in particular a zero rate for VAT for building repairs and refurbishment. 

· A recognition of maintenance as the key in sustaining the historic environment.

· A recognition of the essential role of owners in maintenance, repair and restoration.

· Restoration of the former funding levels for English Heritage grants.

· Safeguarding and enhancing the share of heritage in the National Lottery Fund settlement after 2006. 

· Implementing tax measures to support the future of collections following the Goodison Review.

This underlines the earlier point that over the next few years DCMS has a crucial role to promote political support for the value of heritage. Resource allocations for the two main public bodies in our sector, HLF and English Heritage are essential to the historic environment and its future wellbeing. This needs to be supported by a clear statement of the importance of our heritage and the role of Government in making best use of its potential to improve our quality of life. 

Heritage Link was established to act as advocate for the voluntary sector and our members are looking to us for leadership. We look forward to the challenge and to further discussions with the Department, which will support the long term health of the sector and help to further release its potential to contribute to quality of life across the country, as well as to some important Government objectives. 
Heritage Link

June 2005
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