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CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY  

 

COMMENTS IN RESPECT OF THE GOVERNMENT’S CONSULTATION ON A NEW 

MODEL FOR ENGLISH HERITAGE (https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/english-

heritage-new-model-consultation)  

 

1.0 Preamble: A Prime Case of Cognitive Dissonance 

 

Politicians claim to appreciate the value of the historic environment. However,  over 

the past decade and more DCMS has failed to fund English Heritage properly, even 

though the sums involved are comparatively small; it has preferred to lavish money on 

ephemeral events rather than give adequate support to maintaining heritage assets of 

lasting value. The problem is clearly one caused by departmental value judgements 

rather than being the regrettable but inevitable result of ‘austerity’.  Despite 

recommendations to the contrary, English Heritage has suffered – and continues to 

suffer – numerous reorganisations that have eroded its professional expertise; what is 

now proposed is another such reorganisation. Consequently we are deeply sceptical 

about the whole basis of the current proposals. 

 

1.1 In the Foreword to the consultation document, the Rt Hon Ed Vaizey states: ‘Our rich 

and varied heritage is rightly an important source of national pride. It makes the UK 

distinctive ….  One hundred years on from the 1913 Ancients Monuments Act, what 

we are proposing will ensure future generations will be able to enjoy and benefit from 

our wonderful heritage’. The values of the historic environment, both national and 

local, have been set out more fully and analytically by English Heritage in its 

document Conservation Principles, Policies and Guidance (2008) as: (quasi-

scientific) evidence for human activity in the past; as illustrating life in the past; 

aesthetic; and communal, ie figuring in people’s collective memory. We subscribe to 

this analysis. The wide-ranging value of the historic environment is also recognised 

in the National Planning Policy Framework (2012), section 12. 

1.2 We consider that conservation of the historical monuments of national significance is 

precisely the sort of  long-term, inter-generational matter of importance to all sectors 

of the population that is properly the responsibility of the state, but the state now 

seems unwilling to accept the relatively small financial burden that goes with this 

responsibility. It is ironic that the sites that form the ‘National Collection’ were 

entrusted to the care of the state to protect them from the vagaries of private 

ownership; now, in effect, private citizens are being asked to rescue them from the 

neglect of the state! 

 

1.3 The grant-in-aid received by English Heritage in 2014/15 is stated to be £90.7m 
(English Heritage New Model page 14, table 1); this compares with £112.1m in 

2000/1 and £127.9m in 2007/8 (House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport 
Committee, Protecting and Preserving our Heritage: Third Report of Session  
2005–06, Vol I, 13, table 1). This amounts to a 29% reduction between 2007/8 and 

2014/15, ignoring inflation. Even when grant-in-aid was nominally rising up to 2007/8 
(ie before the financial crash), it is conceded that it was declining in real terms and 
was wholly inadequate to meet English Heritage’s increasing responsibilities, 
especially as a result of the National Heritage Act of 2002 (House of Commons 
Culture, Media and Sport Committee, Protecting and Preserving our Heritage: Third 
Report of Session 2005–06, Vol I, 10, para 22 and 15, para 33). In terms of the 
allocation of funding within DCMS, the historic environment lost out considerably 



CAS_GovUKConsult14_EnglishHeritageNewModel_PC_comments_V01_25-01-14 

2 

between 2000/1 and 2006/7 vis a vis museums and galleries, the arts and especially 
sport (op cit, 23, table 4) 

 
1.4 To cope with this declining financial support, English Heritage has undergone a 

number of reorganisations that have led to it shedding valuable staff. This was 
commented on adversely in the 2005/6 House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport 
Committee report, 15ff, 34-7 and 76, para 2, but there have been more 
reorganisations since then, and another is now proposed. 

 

1.5 By contrast with this parsimony, central government funding of the 2012 Olympic 

Games has been estimated at £6.25bn (http://www.theguardian.com/sport/datablog/ 

2012/ jul/26/ london-2012-olympics-money). Even if we exclude the estimated £1.82 

bn infrastructure, £0.89bn transport improvements and £1.1bn venue costs, which 

can reasonably be argued to be a long-term investment, the balance of £2.44bn 

would support English Heritage at its 2014/15 level for twenty-five years! Although an 

unquestionable success at the time and enjoyed by all, the legacy of the Olympic 

Games was always likely to be limited to the London area and is already fading; by 

contrast the value of the historic environment is potentially indefinite and dispersed 

across the whole of England. One can also contrast the approximate £100m annual 

cost of running English Heritage (admittedly inadequately) with the estimated loss of 

£50m in the failed tendering of the West Coast Main Line franchise 

(http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-21266501).   

 

1.6 A supposed advantage of setting up a charity to run the ‘National Collection’ is that it 

would be ‘able to plan capital investment over periods longer than three years’ (the 

length of current government funding cycles) (English Heritage New Model, 9, para 

2.6). Again, the validity of this limitation has to be questioned: public funding for the 

2012 Olympic Games was sustained across two parliaments controlled by different 

political parties. 

 

1.7 Finally, it is asserted that the creation of a charity will create ‘savings to the taxpayer’. 

(English Heritage New Model, 5, 1.2; 16, 3.29). This is at best verbal sleight-of-hand. 

It may reduce future demands on public funding, but this will not reduce people’s tax 

bills, and the burden of supporting the charity through membership and in other ways 

will merely fall on people as private citizens rather than taxpayers.  

 

1.8 In conclusion, although governments of varying ideological persuasions have 

professed support for the historical environment, the level of financial support 

forthcoming has told the opposite story, resulting, for example, in the conservation 

backlog referred to in the English Heritage New Model. The 2005/6 House of 

Commons Culture, Media and Sport Committee report states (18, para 42): ‘At the 

root of the issue is the question of how deeply DCMS is committed to the historic 

environment and what priority it is given within the departmental realm’, and (77, para 

13):  ‘We find the logic underlying DCMS’s explanation of why funding to English 

Heritage has decreased in real terms in recent years unconvincing, and it inevitably 

leads observers to conclude that its claim to attach priority to heritage issues is 

cosmetic and not borne out by the facts’. Whether the ultimate failure lies at a political 

or senior administrative level we are not in a position to say. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-21266501
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2.0 Specific Questions Raised in the Consultation 

 

2.1 Questions 1-2: Do  We Agree with the Proposed Benefits of the Charity? 

 

2.1.1 Private financial support from public-spirited citizens may well succeed in rescuing 

monuments in the ‘National Collection’ from the neglect of the state. However, we are 

not qualified to  evaluate the suggested figures for income growth. The ‘full and final 

business case’ referred to in the English Heritage New Model  consultation para 2.8 

needs to be robust and must be carried out honestly. Crucially, what fall-back position 

will there be there, either during the transition or after it, should the anticipated private 

funding mot materialise? Could the ‘National Collection’ end up being dispersed 

among a variety of private owners or managers, whose performance will not be 

monitored? Government needs to underwrite the risk.  

 

2.1.2 We are likewise concerned about the mechanism by which the charity will accept 

from Historic England any properties the latter has bought as ‘owner of last resort’ 

(English Heritage New Model consultation, 15, para 3.24; 18, para 4.12). If the charity 

is supposed to be financially independent, it has to have the right of refusal if  new 

properties do not appear to be financially viable. On the other hand, this may result, 

for example,  in archaeologically important sites not being taken into care because 

they do not have the potential to attract lots of visitors or act as a source of income in 

other ways, or in Historic England seeking other owners who may not present the 

properties or monuments in n appropriate way. 

 

2.1.3 Finally, we are concerned about how the charity will be run after 2022. More detail is 

required.  

 

2.2 Question 6: What Aspect of the Current Service re the National Collection Should the 

Charity Maintain? 

 

2.2.1 We are aware of cases in which the presentation and interpretation of  properties has 

improved markedly  after being taken into guardianship by English Heritage. We fear 

that this process may be reversed with the establishment of the charity. There is the 

risk that ‘honeypot’ sites will be ‘dumbed down’ to increase the number of visitors. 

 

2.3 Questions 8-9: Are the Suggested Charitable Objectives the Right Ones? 

 

2.3.1 We take it that the charitable objectives are those set out on page 14, para 3.19. We 

note that the list is not comprehensive (note the use of the word ‘include’), and so no 

final judgement can be passed. However, we consider that the objective of increasing 

understanding of the evidential, historical, aesthetic and communal value 

(Conservation Principles, Policies and Guidance, passim) of properties in the 

collection ought to be explicitly included (ie through appropriate research), in addition 

to just passing on existing knowledge to the general public, otherwise the public offer 

will become stale. 

 

2.4 Questions 10-11: Are the Success Criteria for the Charity the Right Ones? 

 

2.4.1 We have already indicated that we consider that the concept of ‘removing taxpayer 

subsidy’ is bogus: the National Collection will inevitably be maintained largely at the 

expense of  the population of England, and these people are also taxpayers. 
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2.4.2 The maintenance  of the physical condition of the Nartional Collection is fundamental. 

 

2.4.3  The objectives of increasing visitor numbers and satisfaction may turn out to be 

contradictory: some properties may be better appreciated with fewer visitors. 

Unfortunately, the need to ensure financial independence will mean that increasing 

numbers will probably take precedence over satisfaction. 

 

2.5 Question 12: Are the Priorities for Historic England the Right Ones? 

 

2.5.1 Chapter 4 of the consultation document is marked by a distinctly ‘pro-business’ tone. 

Taken at face value this sounds admirable. However, one has to ask how much public 

money (in the form of English Heritage/Historic England staff salaries) should be 

devoted to ‘holding the hands’ of architects and developers who are either unable or 

unwilling to devise development schemes that meet the reasonable and clearly stated 

requirements of Conservation Area appraisals etc. Our experience of monitoring local 

planning applications is that schemes that are satisfactory to all parties can usually be 

achieved but that it takes an excessive amount of time to reach this point; in our 

experience the responsibility for this waste of time and money does not lie with 

English Heritage or local authority conservation officers. It is very noticeable that there 

is no mention of making the heritage protection system work better for local 

communities (eg English Heritage New Model, 18, paras 4.10, 4.14). 

 

2.5.2 We would therefore endorse the recommendation of the House of Commons Culture, 

Media and Sport Committee report, 76, para 3: ‘English Heritage’s ethos of 

constructive conservation … should not be allowed to develop into a willingness to be 

accommodating to all. It should not run away from taking principled and possibly 

exposed decisions defending historic assets from inappropriate development’. 

 

2.6 Questions 13-14: Are the Success Criteria for Historic England the Right Ones? 

 

2.6.1 Ideally one would see a rise in the number of planning applications affecting heritage 

assets (buried archaeology, individual standing buildings/above-ground monuments 

and conservation areas) being approved more quickly and without local objections 

because of  greater competence and willingness to engage on the part of architects 

and developers. 

 

2.7 Questions 15-16: Should the National Heritage Protection Plan Form the Basis of the 

Business Plan for Historic England? 

 

2.7.1  We cannot see a strong reason to challenge this. 

 

2.8 Question 17: Other Points Relating to the Consultation 

 
2.8.1 The English Heritage New Model 18, 4.11 states: ‘Historic England and the services it 

provides will continue to be funded largely from taxation via government Grant-in-Aid’. 

Although the focus of the consultation document is on the transfer of the ‘National 

Collection’ to a charity,  and the financial implications thereof, the financial future of  

Historic England must be spelled out in much more detail, especially in view of the 

chronic underfunding to which we have referred above. The progressive ‘hollowing 

out’ of expertise as a result of this underfunding (House of Commons Culture, Media 

and Sport Committee report, especially 15-16, paras 34 and 37) should be reversed. 

Such expertise is vital to underpin and give credibility to statutory protection. 
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2.8.2 Given the poor record of DCMS in funding English Heritage, one has to raise again 

the question of whether Historic England would fare better if it were to be sponsored 

by another department, eg DCLG or DEFRA. The option of removing English 

Heritage from the umbrella of DCMS was considered but rejected by the House of 

Commons Committee in its report. However, the underfunding of English Heritage by 

DCMS has continued since the publication of that report – hence the present 

consultation – and we consider that the question should be re-opened. 

 

2.9 Questions 18-21: About the Chester Archaeological Society 

 

2.9.1 The Chester Archaeological Society was founded in 1849. From the beginning its 

interests and membership have extended over the historic county of Cheshire 

(including Wirral and parts of Greater Manchester) and parts of north Wales, and 

have included archaeology, history, architectural history and conservation.  Its current 

activities include monthly lectures, excursions on demand, fieldwork projects, 

campaigning on local heritage issues, publication of an annual journal and a twice-

yearly newsletter, and maintenance of its own specialist library. Its members also 

individually support many other heritage organisations, including English Heritage. 

 

P Carrington 

For Chester Archaeological Society 

25 January 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


