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CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 

 

WRITTEN EVIDENCE ON THE FUTURE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

ARCHAEOLOGICAL SERVICES 

 

SUMMARY 

 

In our experience, the archaeological planning advice given to local authorities is patchy in 

its supply and in the weight that it is given. The information in Historical Environment 

Records (HERs) supporting that advice may not be up to date, is held in different formats 

and is not often readily available to the public. Despite the valiant efforts of staff, the 

situation is getting worse, as there is currently a preference to lavish public money on 

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

lasting value. The activities of relevant organisations – English Heritage, local authority 

archaeological advisers, museums, the Portable Antiquities Scheme and local societies – 

could be better integrated, although what we seek is unity rather than uniformity. Local 

authority officers play a key role in supporting the efforts of voluntary societies: the latter 

cannot replace the former. There should be a network of County Archaeologists whose job 

titles will be readily understood by the public and who will be an obvious reference point, 

who have the status to ensure that their views carry weight in their authorities, and who are 

backed up by adequate support teams. Any pretence that all the problems can be solved 

without money by ‘rearranging the deckchairs’ should be abandoned. 

 

DETAIL 

 

0.0 Preamble 

 

0.1 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 north-east 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.  

 

0.2 The Inquiry takes it as read that government funding of archaeological services is 

unlikely to increase in the foreseeable future. We accept that this is likely to be 

correct but in no way accept that it is reasonable. We would support making the 

present system work in a more joined-up, efficient way, with greater ‘third-sector’ 

involvement, but even to do this may require more resources than are available at 

present. We should not be reticent about this need: the historic environment has long 

been underfunded at the (see this Society’s response to the government’s con- 

sultation on the future of English Heritage, 1.0: http://www.chesterarchaeolsoc. 

org.uk/CAS_GovUKConsult14_EnglishHeritageNewModel_PC_comments_V01_25-

01-14_web.pdf). The sums involved are relatively small: the estimated loss of £50m 

in the failed tendering of the West Coast Main Line franchise (http://www.bbc.co.uk/ 

news/business-21266501) would support in the region of fifty archaeological officers 

for 20 years! 
 

0.3 The numbering of the paragraphs below corresponds with that of the questions in the 

Call for Written Evidence. We have not attempted to answer all the questions. 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/%0bnews/business-21266501
http://www.bbc.co.uk/%0bnews/business-21266501
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1.0 Do you consider the present system of advice provided from and to local 

authorities of different types to be working satisfactorily and to acceptable 

professional standards? 

 

1.1 In our experience the staff providing archaeological planning advice to local 

authorities in north-west England are extremely dedicated and endeavour to work to 

a high standard. However, their capacity to provide planning advice and to some 

extent their collective breadth of knowledge have been hampered by inadequate 

staffing levels.  In addition, archaeological advisers have usually been firmly 

embedded only in county councils; they have rarely been found in district councils 

(where the advice has usually been bought in), and the unitary authorities that govern 

conurbations usually have shared advisers; in addition they have sometimes been 

embedded in museums or universities rather than planning departments. The historic 

environment is rarely a high priority for elected members or senior managers and 

their awareness of it may be selective (eg a few Scheduled Ancient Monuments or 

Listed Buildings); indeed they may be hostile to it (especially to more recent 

monuments, eg of World War II date, or undesignated monuments of local 

significance that may nevertheless be of communal value) in the belief that it is an 

impediment to development. Because archaeology is relatively new as a profession, 

and is still to some extent looked down on as a leisure activity, the status of 

archaeological advisers has suffered and their very existence may depend on 

managerial whim. Archaeological advice may thus easily be overlooked, disregarded 

or compromised, especially in those authorities where it is bought in. 

 

1.2 In terms of the archaeological information available from local authorities, at the 

moment in north-west England only Cheshire and Cumbria have online HERs which 

are immediately accessible to the general public, albeit in summary form and with 

user interfaces that could be improved. The Greater Manchester and Lancashire 

HERs are computerised, but information only appears to be available on request; 

they cannot be browsed. The Lake District National Park is online but access to it is 

confusing. 

 

1.3 In addition to the HER, a wide range of information is freely available on the Cheshire 

Archaeology website (http://www.cheshirearchaeology.org.uk/), both in the form of 

documents that can be downloaded and a bibliography of relevant work published in 

hard copy by other organisations. Similar information is freely available on the 

websites of other HERs. The Cheshire Archaeology Service also organises an 

annual one-day conference, although this does not focus on local discoveries. 
 

1.4 We see four key weaknesses in the present system:  

 

 There is no established way of integrating new discoveries with existing 

knowledge, either in terms of heritage protection or academically, locally, 

regionally or nationally. 

 There is no stable way of ensuring that the developer-funded fieldwork that 

warrants it is published in print. 

 There is no regular way of communicating the results of developer-funded 

fieldwork to local communities (some services used to produce periodic 

newsletters, but these are long gone). 

 Partly because of the difficulties of access referred to above, there is a low public 

awareness of HERs and no direct route for members of the public to contribute to 

http://www.cheshirearchaeology.org.uk/
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them. (Some services used to take their HERs to roadshows in villages in their 

areas, but again, so far as we know, these are long gone). 

 

See also 4.0 below. 

 

1.5 Unless the investigations that archaeological planning officers are responsible for 

requiring ultimately result in improved public intellectual knowledge and emotional 

appreciation of the past, then archaeology degenerates into a form of  ‘stamp-

collecting’ that cannot be justified as a burden on developers or the taxpayer. 

 

1.6  Developer-funded investigations between 1990 and 2010 have admittedly been 

catalogued by the Archaeological Investigations Project at Bournemouth University 

(http://csweb.bournemouth.ac.uk/aip/aipintro.htm); this has revealed the number, 

type and geographical distribution of investigations, but this is not the same as 

making use of their results. 

 

1.0 a) Do you have evidence of local authorities acting without archaeological advice 

  or with clearly inadequate provision?  

 

The obvious regional case is Merseyside, where provision for many years amounted 

to no more than one officer (serving, inter alia, Liverpool, which has World Heritage 

status!), who had to maintain the HER as well as provide planning advice. This 

service was discontinued but is now hopefully being reinstated: the HER is 

supposedly being digitised but as yet there is no planning advice (other respondents 

will be able to supply more detail). Archaeological advice in Greater Manchester was 

also in jeopardy a while ago but has now been re-established, although at a low level 

– only two officers (again, other respondents will be able to supply more detail). 

 

1.0 b) Do you have evidence of local authorities planning or considering acting 

  without archaeological advice or with clearly archaeological provision? 

 

Cheshire West and Cheshire Council, which hosts an Archaeological Planning 

Advisory Service (APAS) for all the Cheshire local authorities, including Halton and 

Warrington, via a service level agreement, is on the point of making redundant two of 

its archaeological advisers and merging that service with other environmental 

services under a generic manager; we anticipate that shortly only 1.5 officers will be 

left to give planning advice, which we consider totally inadequate. One of the staff to 

go has in the past effectively been dedicated to providing planning advice for 

Chester, which is covered by one of only five Areas of Archaeological Importance in 

England and has just seen the production of an Urban Archaeological Database and 

an Archaeological Plan (both funded by English Heritage), intended to guide the 

future management of the city’s heritage. In these circumstances the future of APAS 

as a shared service must be in doubt. 

 

1.0 c) What trends have you identified? 

 

Despite continuing achievements and innovations, local authority archaeological 

services are on a downward path. 

 

2.0 What are the consequences of inadequate provision of archaeological advice 

to local authorities? 

 

http://csweb.bournemouth.ac.uk/aip/aipintro.htm
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2.1 These are as set out in the Briefing Note attached to the call for Written Evidence, 

inter alia: 

 

 Difficulty for local authorities in distinguishing between legitimate historical 

concerns and ‘nimbyism’.  

 Developments will be permitted which are not sustainable in terms of meeting the 

requirements of NPPF. 

 There will be disruption to construction when unanticipated archaeological 

remains are discovered. 

 Archaeological sites will be at risk, either through being destroyed or severely 

damaged when that damage could have been mitigated; through inadequate 

investigation; through inadequate reporting of results; through being sacrificed by 

archaeological advisers who have to prioritise where to devote their efforts; or 

through the advice of archaeological officers being ignored because they do not 

have adequate status. 

 

Additionally: 

 

 The credibility of archaeological planning officers themselves is at risk if they are 

not as well informed as they should be because of lack of resources.  

 

4.0 What role could the proposed Historic England play with local authorities and 

other partners to create a national framework of heritage protection?  

 

4.1 We can do little better than start by quoting extracts from paras 8.1 and 8.2 of the 

response from the Society of Antiquaries of London to the government’s consultation 

on the future of English Heritage (http://www.sal.org.uk/EH_New_Model_SAL_ 

Response.pdf) a propos of Historic England: 

 

8.1 ….the government needs to be seen to support an effective, credible and 

consistent level of expertise in the system. Efficiency is  always desirable, but the 

heritage protection framework is vulnerable to becoming ineffective and so 

risking discredit without sufficient resource at local and national level to ensure 

that decisions are underpinned by appropriate expertise, research capacity 

(including commissioned work) to develop understanding, and its dissemination. 

 

8.2. A key part of Historic England's responsibility would be to define and protect 

sites of national importance. We have had almost 25 years of gathering 

archaeological data through PPG16, yet there is no mechanism in place for 

assessing and considering all these data on a national scale, nor is the full value 

of this work being communicated to the public at large. It is all devolved to 

county Historic Environment Records (HERs), of varying accessibility and 

format, and there are poor mechanisms for turning these new data into 

information that allows, for example, the Commission/Historic England to assess 

the relative importance of new monuments, reassess or manage existing 

scheduled monuments, or to assess the relative merits of grant applications. The 

Society sees the unification of HERs into a single data repository or compatible 

network as a priority, alongside initiating analysing that data to produce a 

national narrative of the past. Steps towards that process, which should be a 

primary objective of Historic England, should be included in the review of the 

National Heritage Protection Plan due for consultation later this year. 

 

http://www.sal.org.uk/EH_New_Model_SAL_%0bResponse.pdf
http://www.sal.org.uk/EH_New_Model_SAL_%0bResponse.pdf
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4.2 As ‘localists’ we take exception to the universally ‘national’ viewpoint expressed 

above, which begs the question ‘Who owns the past?’, and would strongly support 

the continuation of county databases and the compilation of local, county and 

regional narratives, but prima facie it seems obvious that HERs should be compatible 

with one another to allow easy and rapid data sharing for the purposes of ‘[the] 

assess[ment of] the relative importance of new monuments, reassessment] or 

manage[ment of] existing scheduled monuments, or … [the] assessment of] the 

relative merits of grant applications’ at national level, as advocated by the Society of 

Antiquaries, and for academic research. 

 

4.3 The Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) database should be incorporated into any 

scheme of IT harmonisation. In some places, PAS officers may be the first point of 

contact for members of the public wishing to report new discoveries. In north-west 

England, at least, because soil conditions militate against cropmark formation, stray 

finds of the sort reported to the PAS can provide planning archaeologists with the first 

signs of the presence of an otherwise unsuspected archaeological site.   

 

4.4 Either through PAS officers, museums or otherwise, HERs need to be more 

accessible to the general public 

 

7.0 What would be your preferred model for the provision of archaeological 

advice? 

 

7.1 Our preference is, in broad terms,  for the continuation of the present model, but with 

publicly recognisable specialist lead officers (‘County Archaeologists’) rather than 

generic managers, with the status to make their voices heard in their authorities, 

supported by adequate terms, and with the organisational improvements implied in 

paras 1.4 and 4.2-.4. It may occasionally be possible to pool some resources 

(especially IT) across authorities, but we question whether there is much slack to 

take advantage of. One might consider sharing archaeological services as a whole 

across authorities, but this again assumes that there is slack to be taken up, and the 

track-record of shared or bought-in archaeological services is not encouraging, either 

in terms of status or funding (see above 1.1 and 1.0 b)); we consider that the historic 

environment needs to be championed locally at the professional as well as at the 

political level. This local presence is essential to developing links with voluntary 

societies. 

 

8.0 In what ways could the knowledge and enthusiasm of third-sector 

organisations be harnessed? 

 

8.1 To some extent this already happens, with the pattern varying across the country. 

For example, the Chester Archaeological Society helps with the organisation of 

Cheshire Archaeology Day; its lecture programme offers a forum in which local 

discoveries can be reported; it comments on the heritage impacts of planning 

applications; and its journal provides a vehicle for the publication of fieldwork that 

archaeological planning advisers consider warrant it.  

 

8.2 However, such societies often have to rely on the spare time and skills of serving or 

recently-retired heritage professionals to lead projects or carry out more complex 

tasks. Thus local societies and local authority archaeological services may be 

symbiotic, and weakening one may weaken the other. Moreover, like all voluntary 

organisations they can be unstable and can easily disappear. Finally, their members 
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may not be motivated to ‘bail out’ government or local authorities by simply acting as 

unpaid labour. 

 

8.3 Despite the caveats, we consider it would be worth local authority archaeological 

staff opening a dialogue with societies in their areas to extend and formalise the 

cooperation that often already exists. This might help to address the long-standing 

weaknesses oulined in para 1.4 above. 

 

 

Dr P Carrington FSA 

For Chester Archaeological Society 

 

9 February 2014 
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