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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Heritage properties owned by local authorities are an integral and widely enjoyed part 
of our surroundings.  Not just the town halls, libraries, parks, theatres, schools, historic 
houses and swimming pools, but a huge range of lesser structures all contribute ς war 
memorials, drill halls, barns, ancient monuments, clock towers, cemetery buildings, 
milestones, railings and much more.  This research reviews the issues facing local 
authorities as they manage these properties at a time of acute financial stress.  
Information is assembled for the first time on heritage owned by a significant sample of 
authorities of all types, based on questionnaires completed by asset managers.  This 
identifies too the recent patterns of closure, disposal and demolition of heritage assets 
and local authƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  An appendix presents the database. 
 
Greater insight into the detailed management of heritage properties was obtained from 
face to face interviews conducted with twenty four local authority conservation officers 
around England and telephone interviews with eighteen cabinet members holding 
portfolios which cover heritage issues.  Alongside the local authority perspective, 
interviews were held with twelve key individuals from national organisations closely 
interested in local authority heritage.  The perspective was also obtained of historic 
building professionals and of voluntary sector bodies active or potentially active in 
acquiring surplus local authority heritage properties. 
 
There is variation in the structures which local authorities use to manage their heritage 
properties and widely varying levels of integration between building conservation 
officers and property managers.  These are reflected in the differing Asset Management 
Plans, policies and practices which affect heritage properties.  With declining budgets in 
local government, reduced activity and fewer staff (including conservation officers), 
more buildings are becoming surplus in addition to the background pattern of changing 
requirements for different types of building.  The research reports on the trends in these 
issues, how they affect heritage properties and how local authorities respond.  The 
benefits of repair, maintenance and keeping buildings in use are highlighted, together 
with special difficulties when heritage properties earn no income, have no alternative 
user, or are located in poorer areas where local authorities struggle to look after them.  
The current and likely future impacts of the economic downturn are identified. 
 
The degree of enthusiasm for disposing of heritage assets is examined, against the 
ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎΣ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ 
into the community for management, and the provisions of the Localism Act.  The 
research also evaluates the capacity of the third sector to acquire heritage property 
from local government and how this capacity could be increased.  Practice is reviewed of 
heritage asset disposal, transfer of day-to-day management and other partnerships, 
recipients, and the steps taken to safeguard the heritage interest after transfer. 
 
Numerous opportunities are presented to encourage local authorities in retained 
management and in asset disposal, illustrated with case studies of both good practice 
and cautionary tales.  The main findings and conclusions are reported on page 79ff. 
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1. About this study 
 
Scope of the research in summary 
 
1.1 This research sets out to provide an overview of the issues facing local authority 
owned heritage assets.  It examines the capacity of local authorities to maintain their 
assets in good condition, including identification of examples of good practice by 
authorities in managing their heritage assets.  The research identifies trends in the 
closure, disposal, transfer and demolition of these assets by local authorities within the 
last five years, and ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ future intentions with regard to ownership and 
treatment of their heritage assets.  Related to this, the research seeks to establish the 
capacity, resources and motivation for potential new owners of heritage assets to 
adequately manage and maintain them.  This report also draws attention to 
opportunities for improving heritage asset management both strategically and in detail, 
and highlights some issues which need further attention centrally and locally. 
 
Aims and objectives 
 
1.2 The research had the following aims and objectives: 
 
1.3 ¢ƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψǎǳƛ ƎŜƴŜǊƛǎΩ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ-
owned heritage assets, in particular:  
(i) the capacity of local authorities to maintain heritage assets in good condition at 

a time of reduced resources, 
(ii) the future intentions of local authorities with regard to the ownership and 

disposal of heritage assets, 
(iii) the capacity, resources and motivation for potential new owners of heritage 

assets to adequately manage and maintain them.  
 
1.4 To identify and define the trends in closure, disposal, transfer and demolition of 
local-authority owned heritage assets, from the past five years until the present, and 
illustrate with examples. 
 
1.5 To identify examples of good practice by local authorities in managing their 
heritage assets and analysing the factors which have tended to result in beneficial 
outcomes. 
 
1.6 To draw conclusions on the current state of affairs and to predict likely trends 
over the next five years (e.g. which types of asset are more likely to be subject to 
transfer, change of use or redundancy); to make recommendations for further research 
or action from key stakeholders. 
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Definition of heritage assets 
 
1.7 For the purpose of this study, heritage assets extend beyond the nationally 
important to include locally valued sites and features.  The agreed definition was: 
ω listed buildings; 
ω other purpose-built public buildings dating from before 1939, such as town halls, 

swimming pools, park buildings and libraries; 
ω pre-1914 industrial buildings and sites; 
ω public open spaces such as parks, gardens and cemeteries (on English Heritage's 

Register of Historic Parks and Gardens or recognised locally as being of historic 
significance); 

ω scheduled ancient monuments and other recognised archaeological sites; 
ω monuments and memorials. 
 
1.8 Social housing was excluded from this study.  Education facilities were included if 
they were brought to the attention of the research.  The local authorities owning these 
assets covered county, district, unitary and national park authorities, but not parish or 
town councils. 
 
Disposal, transfer and partnerships 
 
1.9 The terminology used to describe various leveƭǎ ƻŦ ΨŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭΩ ƻŦ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ 
by local authorities can be used by interested parties to mean different outcomes.  This 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƪŜŜǇǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ 
local authority seeks to divest itself of most or all responsibility for property.  Asset 
ΨǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǘƻ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘȅ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōȅ ǎŀƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
freehold or by sale of a long lease (typically 20 years or more ς sufficient for the 
leaseholder to be able to take longer term decisions about investment and 
management).  Long leases are sometimes preceded by short leases, perhaps of one to 
three years, to test out the potential viability of a property in new not-for-profit hands. 
 
1.10 Local authorities sometimes transfer the management or maintenance of a 
heritage asset to other parties, typically not-for-profit ventures, to operate property on 
ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ōŜƘŀƭŦΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
public, monitoring its condition, publicity, fund-raising, and day-to-day repairs.  The 
authority might retain responsibility for the fabric and insurance.  This kind of devolved 
ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇΩ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ 
 
Structure of the report 
 
1.11 Section 2 provides the background to the commissioning of this research.  It 
summarises the financial pressures facing local authorities, which is creating 
competition for resources between heritage and other services and is challenging both 
staffing levels and the upkeep of heritage fabric.  Local authorities have been 
encouraged in recent years to give community organisations greater opportunity to 
carry out functions themselves instead of by the state.  This has supported both a 
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ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ΨŀǎǎŜǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿ ŀ ΨƭƻŎŀƭƛǎƳΩ agenda, which can include the 
disposal of heritage assets by local authorities.  Section 3 presents the research methods 
used.  It sets out the scope of the information base. 
 
1.12 Section 4 reports on the scale of heritage asset ownership identified in local 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ  Lǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƻƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 
interest, and the extent to which heritage assets are becoming surplus to requirements.  
The response to expensive or redundant heritage property is reviewed, including a 
commentary on the wide range of types of heritage asset affected. 
 
1.13 Current practice in the disposal of heritage assets is described and reviewed in 
Section 5.  This includes an analysis of the recipients of heritage assets in both the 
private sector and the third sector.  The potential capacity of the third sector to increase 
its role in acquiring heritage properties from local authorities is reviewed. 
 
1.14 Section 6 considers the future of local authority-owned heritage assets over the 
next five years.  It examines the likely impact of budget cuts and of the local interest in 
obtaining heritage assets.  A series of opportunities for both the better management of 
retained assets and more effective disposal of heritage assets is presented, based on 
good practice identified around the country.  These are our positive conclusions on how 
local authorities can suitably respond to the pressures the face.  Section 7 presents our 
recommendations for further improvements, both to the context in which local 
authorities operate and to what can be achieved in practice. 
 
Good practice examples and cautionary tales 
 
1.15 Case studies are presented throughout the report.  The large majority illustrate 
good and sometimes exemplary practice.  All the cases are current, very recent, or 
ongoing, showing that aspirations need not be dulled in difficult financial circumstances 
ς indeed many of the excellent results highlighted are being achieved in some of the 
most deprived areas of the country (though some had funding agreed in better times).  
Solutions to individual heritage asset problems will not always be easy to find, however, 
and the heritage remains under real threat of decline, outright loss, and diminution of 
character.  The report therefore includes a small number of case studies as cautionary 
tales, showing how heritage management can go wrong, sometimes despite ample 
goodwill towards the heritage interest.  After the event it can be clear how a sequence 
of difficulties arose, highlighting the need to avoid such situations arising in the first 
place.  The examples presented are not the only ones, and the capacity of the research 
project doubtless prevented the discovery of many more.  Where appropriate, the case 
studies refer to other similar cases identified by the research. 
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2. Context 
 
The Comprehensive Spending Review 2010 
 
2.1 Under the Comprehensive Spending Review announced by the Chancellor in 
2010, local authority core funding from central government, through the Department 
for Communities and Local Government, will fall from £28.5bn in 2010-11 to £22.9bn in 
the last year of the four year Review period in 2014-15.  This cut of nearly 20% in cash 
terms is estimated by the Local Government Association as a cut of 28% in real terms 
after allowing for inflation.  The Department for Communities and Local Government 
ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƻǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ōȅ нс҈ ƛƴ 
real terms between 2010-11 and 2014-мрΣ ŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŦƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦέ  ¢ƘŜ 
management and maintenance of ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ŀǎ ΨŦǊƻƴǘ ƭƛƴŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ 
which politicians are aiming to sustain, so there is a risk that budget cuts will have an 
adverse impact on local authority heritage asset management, possibly 
disproportionately. 
 
2.2 The budget cuts are expected to have significant effects on both staffing 
requirements and services delivered, depending on the extent to which efficiency 
savings can compensate for reduced funding.  The likelihood is therefore that fewer 
local authority buildings will be needed to house staff and to provide the services 
offered.  This is also likely to be a consequence of increased joint working between local 
authorities.  The effect of this on local authority heritage property is unclear: reasons 
could be found to prefer either the retention of heritage property or its disposal as 
surplus to requirements.  According to the Audit Commission, local authorities have a 
land and property portfolio valued at £250 billion, a proportion of which has historical 
and cultural value, so the effects of budgets cuts are likely to be important for that 
heritage.  The challenges may be especially great for heritage assets which can earn little 
or no income, which could be awkwardly expensive to retain but difficult to sell. 
 
2.3 The likely impact of reduced funds should be seen in the context of the economic 
downturn which precipitated the cutbacks.  Property values have fallen back, so capital 
receipts from sales can be expected to be lower than in the pre-2007 period.  Selling 
surplus assets may be less effective at bridging the funding gap than authorities might 
have hoped.  This in itself will reflect the greater difficulty of finding buyers for heritage 
property which might have been less of a problem prior to the recession.  Properties in a 
poor condition are more likely to have a negative value, where restoration costs exceed 
the value of the property afterwards. 
 
Local authority duties 
 
2.4 Local authorities have powers but no statutory requirement to look after the 
heritage assets they own.  In the absence of a duty of care/stewardship, those heritage 
assets which are perceived to be a drain on local authority finances are potentially at 
risk.  However, nationally designated assets such as listed buildings cannot readily be 
demolished and would result in great public concern if that solution was sought.  Other 
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heritage properties of local rather than national value do not benefit from the same 
level of protection, however, so the future of these local authority-owned assets is less 
clear.  Nonetheless, local authorities are inevitably judged by the way they treat their 
own heritage assets.  The formal position is therefore that: 
ς listed buildings and scheduled ancient monuments have greater statutory 

protection (but no requirement to keep them in good condition); 
ς other designated heritage assets such as registered parks and gardens have 

relatively little statutory protection despite being formally designated; 
ς non-designated buildings within registered parks and gardens and conservation 

areas have very little protection; and 
ς non-designated/locally designated heritage assets have almost no protection. 
 
Local authority asset management 
 
2.5 The problems facing Property Departments are not new in principle but they are 
new in their depth.  Local authorities have long been under pressure to use their 
properties more effectively (including heritage ones), cut costs, and dispose of the 
surplus.  Since 2000, there has been strong government pressure on local authorities to 
prepare Asset Management Plans, encouraging the more efficient use of their property 
portfolios.  These are no longer subject to central audit, but a range of good practice 
advice on asset management remains in place1.  Even before the cut in budgets, 
therefore, local authorities were actively encouraged by Government to dispose of 
surplus property where it was in the public interest to do so.  So far as heritage assets 
are concerned, Asset Management Plans are also often thin on the detail of the assets 
which authorities hold, let alone which ones they intend to dispose of or the reasons for 
this.  The specific needs of heritage property in local government are also the subject of 
advice, on the management of retained assets2, asset disposal3 or both of these4. 
 
2.6 In the context of these pressures, the long term management and maintenance 
of heritage assets in local authority ownership is of significant interest to English 
Heritage, the Heritage Lottery Fund and other heritage sector organisations who are 
involved in providing advice, grants and other means of support.  Currently, there are 78 
local authority owned assets on the national Buildings at Risk Register (of Grade I and II* 
listed buildings), though there is the possibility that the squeeze on budgets could cause 
this number to increase. 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
1 See for example: Local authority asset management best practice, Royal Institution of Chartered 
Surveyors (a folder of documents, including 04: Measuring asset management performance for local 
authorities, 2009, and 01: Transfer of assets to community ownership and management, 2009) 
(www.rics.org/site/scripts/download_info.aspx?downloadID=2753) 
2 Managing local authority heritage assets: some guiding principles for decision-makers, 2003, English 
Heritage, Department of Culture Media and Sport and Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 
3 Pillars of the community: the transfer of local authority heritage assets, 2011, English Heritage 
4
 Planning for sustainability: a local authority toolkitΣ нлммΣ ¢ƘŜ tǊƛƴŎŜΩǎ wŜƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ 
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The Quirk Review and the transfer of assets to local communities 
 
2.7 Separately from budgetary concerns, local authorities have been under pressure 
to devolve property to local community groups who may be in a better position to 
manage them.  Following the Local Government White Paper Strong and Prosperous 
Communities in 2006, the Government commissioned Barry Quirk, the Chief Executive of 
Lewisham Council, to review the barriers and incentives affecting the transfer of public 
assets to community management and ownership. The resulting report5 concluded, 
amongst other things, that the social and community benefits of appropriate transfers 
to community-led organisations can outweigh the risks ς and those risks can be 
minimised and managed.  The report put forward a number of key actions that could 
make a decisive difference, including provision of authoritative guidance to local 
authorities on all aspects of assets management, with detailed and explicit guidance on 
the transfer of assets to community ownership.  In responding to the Quirk Review the 
previous Government committed itself to implementing the review proposals in full.  In 
particular it pledged itself to delivering mechanisms to strengthen the ability of 
communities to put pressure on local authorities to transfer unused assets to 
community organisations. 
 
2.8 The devolution of more power to the local level has been supported both by 
central government and by the community sector.  Under the previous Government, the 
Department for Communities and Local Government promoted the opportunities by 
funding the Asset Transfer Unit, which is managed by Locality (formerly the 
Development Trusts Association).  The Coalition Government has retained these 
arrangements and given fuǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇŜǘǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨōƛƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
broadly favours decentralisation and citizen involvement.  In the community sector the 
Rural Community Action Network and Community Matters (the National Federation of 
Community Organisations), among others, are actively supporting the idea.  The 
management of heritage assets may be devolved to the local level as a result, to 
community groups who either wish to deliver local services through premises which 
happen to be of heritage value or wish to give a new lease of life to specific heritage 
property. 
 
2.9 In the wake of this gathering support, various reviews have taken place to help 
develop the scope and competency of the transfer process.  For example, the evolution 
of local asset management has been reviewed by the Institute for Voluntary Action 
Research in a report6 which examines the benefits that come from community 
organisations owning or managing assets, what makes for success and what the 
challenges are.  The Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors established a Land and 
Society Commission7 to examine independently how all parts of the property industry 

                                                        
5
 Barry Quirk, May 2007, Making assets work, (The Quirk Review of community management and 

ownership of public assets), Department for Communities and Local Government 
6 Mike Aiken et al, 2011, Community organisations controlling assets: a better understanding, Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation 
7
 The Land and Society Commission report, 2011, Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors 
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can support communities to take on additional powers and responsibilities.  Both 
address heritage issues briefly. 
 
2.10 Despite this enthusiasm for the transfer of local authority assets to community 
groups, the recent report for Department for Communities and Local Government Final 
Evaluation of the Asset Transfer Unit (May 2011) found that 60% of local authorities 
continue to have no policy on asset transfer, let alone the transfer of heritage assets.  
tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ΨƭƻŎŀƭƛǎƳΩ 
provided by the Coalition Government, so the current research has addressed its impact 
on heritage assets.  This is a matter not only of political enthusiasm and economics but 
of local circumstances.  Some local authorities take a bold long term view of heritage 
assets, identifying their importance to the essence of their communities and in some 
cases critical to their regeneration or tourist industry. In these cases, heritage is a 
benefit rather than a liability, and the economic rationale for deciding how they should 
be managed in future is likely to be different from an authority where short term cost 
minimisation is the priority. 
 
The Localism Act 
 
2.11 The Localism Act 2011 gives new rights to community groups to bid to acquire 
ΨŀǎǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŎŜŀǎŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ  
The Department for Communities and Local Government explains the provisions as 
follows: 
 
άEvery town, village or neighbourhood is home to buildings or amenities that play a 
vital role in local life.  They might include community centres, libraries, swimming 
pools, village shops, markets or pubs.  Local life would not be the same without 
them, and if they are closed or sold into private use, it can be a real loss to the 
community.  
 
In many places across the country, when local amenities have been threatened with 
sale or closure, community groups have taken them over.  In some cases, however, 
community groups who have attempted to take assets over have faced significant 
challenges.  They often need more time to organise a bid and raise money than the 
private enterprises bidding against them.  
 
The Localism Act requires local authorities to maintain a register of assets of 
community value which have been nominated by the local community.  When assets 
included on the register come up for sale or change of ownership, the Act requires 
the local authority to allow a moratorium of six months on the sale of the assets, so 
that community groups have the time to develop a bid and raise the money to buy 
the asset when it comes on the open market.  This will help local communities keep 
much-loved sites in publiŎ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΦέ8 

 

                                                        
8 A Plain English Guide to the Localism Act, 2011, Department for Communities and Local Government, 
pps. 8-9. 
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2.12 Some of these assets of community value may well be owned by local 
authorities, and of those some could be heritage assets.  The provisions fall well short of 
ŀ ΨŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ōǳȅΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎǇect that, if a local authority 
proposes to dispose of any, local people will have an opportunity to try to buy them.  
The arrangements could offer a lifeline to important heritage assets which might 
otherwise cease to be accessible to the public.  On the other hand, if local authorities 
aimed to dispose of numerous or high value assets, then communities might struggle to 
raise the funds to submit serious bids.  Even if the legislation helps communities to be 
more effective in acquiring heritage assets, this will not address the capacity of local 
groups to manage them afterwards and there is no obvious solution if problems do 
arise.  The long term value of the new provisions will therefore depend to some extent 
ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎet disposal and the capacity of the third 
sector to take responsibility for these assets, which are matters reviewed by this 
research. 
 
Local authority staff resources 
 
2.13 ! ƪŜȅ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƛǘǎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƻŦ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 
assets is its ability to draw upon suitably qualified and experienced heritage advice.  The 
great majority of local authorities employ their own in-house heritage specialists.  The 
primary role of these specialists is to advise on changes to heritage assets within the 
context of the statutory planning process, but they are also a resource that can be called 
upon to advise internally on the management of council-owned heritage assets.  In 
recent years there has been pressure on local authority staffing budgets such that the 
numbers and status of heritage staff in the case of many local authorities has 
diminished. 
 
2.14 This research therefore takes place against a background of declining numbers of 
staff in local government working on historic environment issues such as historic 
buildings, archaeology, conservation areas and urban design.  A comprehensive survey 
of local authorities9 has shown that in early 2011 there were 957.5 full time equivalent 
(FTE) historic environment members of staff in local authorities in England.  This 
comprised 606.5 FTEs working on building and area conservation and 351 FTEs 
archaeological staff.  Numbers were down from a high point total of 1,224 in 2006, since 
when there had been a reduction of 13.5% for conservation officers and 8.9% for 
archaeological officers.  Meanwhile, the number of listed building consent decisions had 
risen 7.1% in the year prior to the survey.  These reductions in staff numbers, set against 
increasing commitments to statutory requirements, have inevitably affected the 
capacity of those who remain to undertake proactive work, such as in relation to local 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎΦ  The Country Land and Business Association10 has 
noted:  

                                                        
9 Dave Batchelor, 2011, A third report on Local Authority Staff Resources, English Heritage, Association of 
Local Government Officers and Institute of Historic Building Conservation 
10 Jonathan Thompson, 2011, Averting crisis in heritage: CLA report on reforming a crumbling system, 
Country Land & Business Association, p.8 
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άA skilled, experienced and pragmatic conservation officer is extremely valuable 
to heritage, but in practice many local authorities have no skilled conservation 
staff at all, and none has all the staff needed to deal with all the heritage work 
imposed by legislation. Resources have been cut over several years, especially in 
recent times, and now there is a big and fast-widening gap between the 
resources required and provided by the systemέΦ 
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3. Research methods and information base 
 
3.1 This study assembles for the first time a significant amount of information which 
has not previously been published in an accessible form, and collects the insights of 
practitioners in the field of heritage property management.  Obtaining this information 
was the principal task of the study.  The methods used were intended to be 
proportionate to the type of information required, using the most efficient options to 
obtain it. 
 
Local authority asset management 
 
3.2 In local authorities the principal decisions on which properties are retained in 
management or disposed of are taken through the Property or Estates Department, 
typically in an Asset Management section.  In large authorities each Department may 
have some responsibilities for its own properties.  Each authority is required to prepare 
an Asset Management Plan aimed at ensuring that property is used efficiently and 
meets property management objectives.  The pattern of Asset Management Plans is 
patchy, with some out of date or absent or thin.  Many do not mention heritage assets 
specifically, or do so only in passing, even in authorities which hold many.  By no means 
ŀƭƭ !ǎǎŜǘ aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ tƭŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ 
therefore could not rely on Asset Management Plans as a comprehensive accessible 
source of information or for the detail required. 
 
3.3 There was a specific risk that questionnaire surveys could too easily be put to 
one side by Asset Managers, resulting in a low response rate skewed to those 
authorities which were perhaps better-performing or more interested in heritage 
property.  This risk could only be avoided by interviewing a selection of Asset Managers.  
This was done by telephone, frequently with initial contacts being followed up by 
circulation of a questionnaire for written response.  The questions asked were 
principally factual (e.g. on properties by type in ownership; properties closed, disposed 
of or demolished) but in some cases with a modest level of judgement (e.g. on future 
budgets, disposal intentions, or properties which the authority was proud of or had 
caused problems). 
 
3.4 Resources precluded approaching all local authorities in England.  The authorities 
for interview with Asset Managers were selected by using a stratified random sample.  
All authorities in England were allocated within a grid to give a distribution between 
both the nine standard English regions and the Defra classification of authorities among 
six urban to rural categories (plus County Councils).  A random representative sample 
was chosen in proportion to the number of entries in each grid space.  This provided a 
reasonable spread of authority sizes, types and locations.  121 authorities were 
identified to be approached (over one third of the 355 authorities).  All authorities in 
each grid space were ranked by the random number generator, so that additional 
authorities could be approached if necessary to achieve a sufficient sample of 
respondents.  This proved necessary, and a small number of further authorities were 
approached by telephone. 
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3.5 Despite the use of telephone interviews to maximise response rates, the 
research achieved just 58 usable responses.  These are listed in Appendix 1.  Outright 
refusals to assist were rare but inaction frequent. 
 
3.6 The response rate by region was as follows: 
 
East Midlands 8 
Eastern  12 
London  5 
North East  4 
North West  7 
South East  12 
South West  5 
West Midlands  3 
Yorkshire & Humber  2 
Grand Total  58 
 
The response rate by authority type was as follows: 
 
County Council 3 
District Council 37 
London Borough 5 
Metropolitan / Unitary Authority 13 
Grand Total 58 
 
Questions that produced mutually exclusive answers were analysed using pivot tables in 
Microsoft Excel.  Results are tabulated in Appendix 7.  Questions that resulted in 
discursive responses were manually appraised and conclusions drawn.   
 
Selection of Conservation Officers 
 
3.7 The primary purpose of telephone interviews with Asset Managers was the 
gathering of factual and near-factual information.  The research also wished to obtain 
more detailed insights into local authority activity from a conservation perspective.  For 
this purpose it was necessary to approach the senior Conservation Officer in a local 
authority.  The information required in these cases was not only factual but included 
extensive insight providing explanations for the patterns of activity reported by Asset 
Managers.  Some of requirements covered sensitive issues such as inter-departmental 
communication, explanations for heritage assets owned by the authority which were 
now in a poor condition, the capacity of local third sector bodies to take on heritage 
assets, and the adequacy of protective measures imposed on heritage property disposal.  
This kind of information would clearly be forthcoming only through face-to-face semi-
structured interviews carefully conducted.  Interviews would have to be at Conservation 
Officers own offices, to make efficient use of their time.  Travel around England to 
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achieve this is costly, and resources severely limited the number of such interviews 
which could be carried out. 
 
3.8 The selection of Conservation Offices to visit centred on authorities which: 
ς had provided responses to questionnaires sent to their Asset Managers; 
ς owned relatively numerous heritage assets (identified by Asset Managers); 
ς collectively represented a cross section of regions and authority-types; and 
ς were likely to result in relevant material to inform the research. 
These requirements limited the field from the choice available, and some compromises 
were made.  Bath and North East Somerset was an authority whose Asset Managers had 
been targeted but who had not responded, but was considered too important an 
authority to neglect in conservation terms.  Gloucester and Sunderland City Councils had 
not been picked out in the random sample but were approached as their experiences 
could be useful to other authorities: Gloucester for proactively supporting heritage-led 
regeneration and Sunderland as an area challenged by budgetary constraints in a 
deprived area.  A few authorities were approached which owned less than ideal 
numbers of ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ 
 
3.9 Achieving these interviews with Conservation Officers was important following 
such a specific selection process.  Practicalities also had to be addressed: the cost 
limitations on travel precluded the making of return visits to remote locations if 
interviews there could not all be programmed in sequence.  In the event, against a 
target 25 interviews, only two authorities absented themselves from interview.  A visit 
to an extra authority could be included so 24 interviews were held.  These produced 
especially valuable results: the research team is most grateful to the individuals and 
their authorities who co-operated (listed in Appendix 2).  The distribution of 
Conservation Officer interviews between regions and authority types was as follows: 
 

Region Counties Major Urban Large Urban Other Urban Significant Rural Rural 50 Rural 80 

NW  Manchester City, 
Trafford 

     

NE Northum- 
berland 

Newcastle 
upon-Tyne City, 
Sunderland City 

 Hartlepool    

Y&H   Hull City Doncaster    

WM  Wolverhampton      

EM Lincoln-
shire 

 Nottingham 
City 

  High Peak Harborough 

EE Essex    Great Yarmouth, 
North 
Hertfordshire 

Waveney, 
YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ 
& W Norfolk 

 

L  Southwark      

SE     Swale   

SW   Bristol Gloucester 
City 

Bath & North 
East Somerset 

 Mid-Devon 
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Portfolio holders 
 
3.10 The engagement with local authorities as described was with officers.  The study 
ŀƭǎƻ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŀ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭƭƻǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǎƻ telephone interviews based on questionnaires 
were held with 18 leading Councillors whose cabinet or executive responsibilities 
covered heritage assets.  All these were from authorities whose Conservation Officers 
had already been interviewed.  This method provided a measure of triangulation 
between different interests in the most targeted authorities, and thereby an 
opportunity to discern differences of perspective between officers and members.  
Participating councillors are listed in Appendix 3. 
 
New owners 
 
3.11 The transfer of responsibility for managing assets from the public sector to the 
voluntary sector has been strongly encouraged by both the current and previous 
Governments.  Locality and its subsidiary the Asset Transfer Unit are core funded by 
Government to assist the process, and various grants are available to assist the process.  
The study wished to establish the opportunity for asset transfer which existed 
specifically in the heritage sector: this would clearly be a factor affecting the scope for 
local government to dispose of heritage property in which the private sector had no 
interest.  Conservation Officers were asked about the potential for this, but the research 
aimed also to contact those organisations which had acquired heritage property from 
local authorities or were thinking of doing so.  The private sector was not investigated as 
its potential role is closely defined by economic considerations. 
 
3.12 The engagement of third sector new owners in heritage property management 
was gauged by four surveys of organisations whose members would be likely to be able 
to help: 
ς  Civic Voice: its extensive membership of local civic bodies includes some which 

may have the capacity or interest to acquire heritage property.  A circular to all 
member bodies was accompanied by direct communication from the Director to 
17 of the societies most likely to have expertise.  After a follow-up email, 9 
responses were received (7 from the targeted societies), listed in Appendix 4, 
though only a few offered examples of cases. 

ς The UK Association of Preservation Trusts: the Building Preservation Trusts 
(BPTs) in its membership are the bodies widely seen as the ones most likely to 
take on at least short term ownership of heritage properties that become surplus 
ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  Wǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΣ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎΩǎ 
Lynn Preservation Trust, despite a repeated circulation of a request. 

ς The Heritage Alliance: the wide-ranging cross-section of members of the Alliance, 
principally national organisations, provided an opportunity for contributions 
from bodies with specific interests.  The War Memorials Trust and Theatres Trust 
assisted as a result. 

ς Institute of Historic Building Conservation: members of the Institute were asked 
specifically for examples of heritage property transfers from local authorities, 
thereby covering a far larger range of organisations than was practicable by the 



20 
 

 
Local Authority Heritage Assets:  Green Balance with 
Current Issues and Opportunities  Grover Lewis Associates Ltd 
 

face-to-face interviews with Conservation Officers.  8 responses were received.  
In addition, 7 regional officers of English Heritage (some of them Institute 
members) also drew the attention of the research to transfers and interesting 
examples of retained heritage property managed by local authorities. 

 
The national perspective 
 
3.13 Standing back from the day-to-day issues faced by local authorities in managing 
their heritage portfolios, there are many national organisations with an interest in this 
subject and in the future of this heritage.  Collectively they represent a body of 
expertise, opinion and aspiration which it was essential for this research to tap.  The 
most important of these sources of advice was clearly the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF), 
comfortably the top contributor to addressing the heritage issues faced by local 
government by virtue of the £275m the Fund is currently investing in heritage projects 
(in 2011-12).  An interview with the HLF was complemented by interviews with the 
Architectural Heritage Fund and the UK Association of Preservation Trusts, both of 
which primarily assist the network of local Building Preservation Trusts around the 
country, financially and practically respectively.  Two major national players active in 
practical work with heritage property and with close interests in the research were 
ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘΥ [ƻŎŀƭƛǘȅ όǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǎǳōǎƛŘƛŀǊȅ ǘƘŜ !ǎǎŜǘ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ¦ƴƛǘύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƴŎŜΩǎ 
Regeneration Trust.  Four special interest groups with direct concerns about local 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŘ ό{!±9 .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
Protection of Ancient Buildings, the Victorian Society and GreenSpace).  In addition the 
Big Lottery Fund assisted by the completion of a questionnaire.  Details are given in 
Appendix 5. 
 
Limitations in the research method 
 
3.14 Some of the face to face interviewees were guarded.  Some did not want to put 
their authority in a bad light and appeared anxious not to be the person responsible for 
criticism of their authority.  One interviewee had a chaperone. There were also distinct 
differences in responses on some issues between certain officers and portfolio holders 
which could not be completely resolved.  Consequently, the results need to be treated 
with caution.  In some cases, we were specifically asked not to report certain findings.  
The current condition of the local authority-owned heritage asset stock may be worse 
than suggested.  Also some of the asset managers clearly gave incorrect answers on the 
questionnaire and many gave inadequate answers.  The information provided to us by 
all interviewees may have been selective in a variety of ways.  Nonetheless, this report 
assumes that all information provided to us was accurate. 
 
3.15 The sample sizes relied upon for the local authority information were modest or 
small, with information from one in six of all Asset Managers, but interviews with just 24 
Conservation Officers and 18 Portfolio Holders.  With additional allowances for the 
uncertainties in individual responses, this research does not claim to give an accurate 
ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿΦ  ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ΨƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ in relation to 
the data relied upon ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŀƳǇƭŜŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ
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4. Ownership and management of heritage assets by local authorities 
 
Heritage assets owned by local authorities 
 
4.1 The method for selecting Asset Manager interviewees provided a good spread of 
authority types and locations around England but produced too many categories for 
analysing the 58 completed responses.  For geographical distribution, the nine regions 
ǿŜǊŜ ŀƳŀƭƎŀƳŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǿƻΥ ΨbƻǊǘƘΩ όнпύ ŀƴŘ Ψ{ƻǳǘƘΩ όопύ (see notes to Appendix 7 for 
each area).  The seven authority-types were adjusted to four: counties (3), districts in 
two tier areas (37), London Boroughs (5) and unitary authorities (13).  All information 
capable of realistic quantification was placed in a database to allow a range of 
tabulations and cross-tabulations. 
 
4.2 The questions asked of Asset Managers are set out in Appendix 6.  The first 
question, on the assets owned by local authorities, proved to be the most challenging.  
The telephone interviews made clear that difficulty in answering this was the principal 
cause of delays and so many non-responses.  Of the responses that were received, the 
large majority provided data on numbers held of each asset type, though as many as 8 
of the 58 did not disclose how many registered parks and gardens they owned.  To 
identify whether any particular types or locations of authority generally held more or 
fewer heritage assets, the numbers of assets held in every authority was split into 
categories by number of assets: none, 1-5, 6-20 and more than 20 for listed buildings 
and none, 1-3 and more than 3 for each other asset type. 
 
4.3 For listed buildings, 6-20 is the most common number owned.  In the South, 
distinctly more authorities have low ownership (0-5).  Over one third of districts have 
the lower ranges of ownership (0-5), while the county, unitary and London Borough 
councils have generally higher ownerships. 
 
4.4 For pre-1939 public buildings about half the responding authorities have 1-3 
properties, one quarter more than three and nearly one fifth none.  There is significantly 
higher ownership in the North than the South, with only 4 out of 34 authorities in the 
South owning more than three.  All three counties and half the unitaries own  more than 
three, while districts have relatively low ownerships. 
 
4.5 For pre-1914 industrial buildings there is relatively low ownership of this 
property type, with three fifths of authorities owning none.  Ownership levels in the 
South are particularly low.  Districts have lower levels of ownership than do other 
authority types. 
 
4.6 Over two thirds of local authorities own parks, garden and cemeteries of local or 
national historic importance, with a slightly higher proportion in the North than the 
South.  Unitaries have proportionately the highest ownerships and counties the lowest. 
 
4.7 Reported ownership of recognised archaeological sites is low: one fifth of 
authorities have none, and most of these are districts.  Three fifths own between one 
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and three archaeological sites.  Nearly all authorities in the North have at least one 
recognised archaeological site, while only two thirds do in the South. 
 
4.8 About one quarter or authorities say they own no public monuments or 
memorials, most of which are districts.  Ownership is distinctly greater in the North than 
the South.  Unitaries own substantially more than any other authority type. 
 
4.9 Taken together, the responses suggest that district councils own generally fewer 
heritage assets than other authority types, and authorities in the North tend to own 
discernibly more heritage assets than do authorities in the South. 
 
4.10 The information provided by the responses is revealing.  A key finding is that a 
significant proportion of asset managers did not readily know what heritage assets were 
owned by their local authority.  Many asset managers had to confer with colleagues in 
other departments, and in particular with the conservation officers, before they felt able 
to answer this question, and were only able to provide the information after much 
research.  In a number of instances asset managers simply passed that part of the 
questionnaire over to their conservation officer because they felt unable to answer it 
themselves.  Conversely, some conservation officers subsequently told us that they had 
no idea which heritage properties were owned by their authority, as the asset managers 
had never advised them.  Some local authorities could only provide broad figures for 
each type of heritage asset in their ownership, and struggled particularly to identify 
heritage assets which were not formally designated as of national importance.  In the 
final analysis some asset managers, however, simply could not answer the question, 
even in respect of statutorily designated heritage assets.  Such a finding must be of 
concern, and clearly indicates that a significant proportion of asset managers have a 
very weak appreciation of the heritage assets owned by their authority.  The obvious 
initial conclusion to draw from this finding is that the proper management of these 
assets must be questionable. 
 
4.11 The questionnaire responses from those able to identify specific assets, showed 
that local authorities own a very diverse array of heritage assets, ranging from the more 
obvious categories of town halls, libraries, schools, public baths etc., to more unusual 
assets such as clock towers, gun batteries and water pumps. A great number of 
authorities own public parks containing park lodges, band stands and other related 
buildings, many of which are under-used and often neglected.  
 
Local authority structures for managing heritage assets 
 
4.12 Most local authorities manage their heritage properties along with all others 
centrally through a Property or Estates Department, typically in an Asset Management 
team.  A few larger authorities such as Wolverhampton and Trafford leave varying 
degrees of property control with individual Departments, though from a heritage 
perspective that can result in differing attitudes to conservation across an authority and 
generate an additional tier of staff with whom to engage on heritage issues.  There are 
pressures for both more centralised operations and more localised operations. 
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4.13 The principal centralising force is that smaller district authorities particularly are 
increasingly interested in sharing their management and staffing with adjacent 
authorities to achieve efficiencies through economies of scale: High Peak was 
interviewed (which has operated a joint service with Staffordshire Moorlands for one 
year) as was Waveney (which is establishing an arrangement with Suffolk Coastal).  No 
clear evidence emerged that sharing heritage staff of itself made a significant difference 
to the delivery of the heritage conservation function, though joint working may enable a 
higher status for conservation in the management structure. 
 
4.14 Alternatively, the devolution of decision making to lower levels has its own 
attractions.  The principal impact on heritage was identified in respect of school 
buildings, as Academy status brings independence from local authority control and that 
includes responsibility for property management.  Some Conservation Officers were 
concerned that maintenance might be a low priority and that repairs might not respect 
the heritage importance of the many unlisted school buildings.  This was a particular 
concern in Lincolnshire, where 75% of schools are understood to be opting for Academy 
status.  The same concerns could arise within those few local authorities devolving extra 
power over property decisions to neighbourhood partnerships. 
 
4.15 The other emerging devolution of power of direct interest to a local ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ 
heritage stock is the placing of Conservation sections, with or without related staff 
ǘŜŀƳǎΣ ƛƴ ƴŜǿ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǘ ŀǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΦ  /ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ 
outsourcing was current at three authorities interviewed.  Staff would move to the new 
bodies and then sell their services back to the authority under an agreement for a 
minimum period of time.  The new body would have the flexibility to offer its services to 
other local authorities and could function with lower overheads than the same team 
within the authority.  Furthermore, with the right structure, the body would be able to 
access grants unavailable to local authorities and have scope to raise its own funds (e.g. 
through consultancy).  This is a development of the arrangement which some County 
Councils use, providing conservation advice to district councils through a service-level 
agreement.  Flexibility is a selling point for those who would be involved in operating the 
devolved unit; removing staff from their books is an incentive for local authorities.  In 
Great Yarmouth the Borough Council has established for some years a Building 
Preservation Trust which is under the control of the Council (see case study 11).  The 
Council has vested a number of its historic buildings in this Trust.  The boundary 
between retention and disposal of local authority heritage assets in this case is less than 
clear.  The Preservation Trust is now being considered as the vehicle for outsourcing 
conservation advice. 
 
4.16 Outsourcing of the Property Department itself in a local authority is the other 
principal variation in the management style capable of affecting heritage interests.  
Among the authorities interviewed this had been practised in Essex County Council for 
many years and in Lincolnshire County, Hull City and Waveney District Councils.  
Favourable comments from some of these showed that the arrangement was capable of 
working well from both a property management and a heritage angle.  With good 
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working relationships between the property management company and the 
Conservation Officer, heritage properties can be routinely discussed such as on whether 
or not statutory consents are required for any proposed actions by the property 
management company.  On the other hand, where this kind of communication was not 
enshrined in practice, there could be difficulties if surveyors from the property 
management company were ignorant of heritage issues, or if the retained overseeing 
ǎǘŀŦŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǘo be taken 
seriously. 
 
4.17 Outsourcing of the property management function therefore need not have 
adverse effects on management of heritage property, as other factors appear more 
important: 
ς the brief given to the property management company; 
ς the weigƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΤ ŀƴŘ 
ς the level of communication built into the structure. 
Heritage interests can also be affected by random factors such as the turnover of staff in 
the property management company or property department.  There is a risk element in 
the arrangements in that administrative structures can be fragile from a heritage point 
of view: without robust structures written into the contract, the means of resolving 
problems would be unclear if circumstances changed, or relationships between the 
Conservation Officer and property management company deteriorated.  There could 
then be adverse effects on heritage.  Conservation Officers are perhaps understandably 
not involved in decisions about the awarding of contracts to property management 
companies, so it is easy to neglect issues which matter to the heritage such as the 
budgets available for each site, occasions when conservation advice should be sought, 
and the appropriate selection of contractors.  Matters omitted from the formal 
arrangements are then left to be resolved between professionals later. 
 
Sharing responsibility for the management of heritage assets in local authorities 
 
4.18 Responsibility for managing lƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƻǿƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ rests with 
Property or Estates Departments, not with conservation staff.  The relationship between 
the two parties can therefore have a direct bearing on how heritage assets are 
maintained, repaired and renovated.  The research identified a remarkably wide range 
of relationships, from the hand-in-glove to the virtually non-existent.  Local authorities 
with the best relationships between conservation officers and property managers 
included all those where heritage-led regeneration was an important part of an 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ DƭƻǳŎŜǎǘŜǊ /ƛǘȅΣ aŀƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ /ƛǘȅΣ DǊŜŀǘ 
Yarmouth, High Peak, Hull City and Newcastle-upon-Tyne City.  In these authorities the 
professional contributions of each party were respected, communication frequent and 
easy, and advice both sought and provided.  Bids for external funding could be 
assembled on a corporate basis, and if problems arose at a property they could be 
addressed (see Great Yarmouth case study 1).  At the other end of the spectrum, some 
property teams viewed conservation as at best a regulatory necessity and at worst a 
nuisance for impeding their intentions.  Information would rarely be provided (only on a 
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ΨƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿΩ ōŀǎƛǎύΣ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ 
to junior building surveyors with the Conservation Officer. 
 

Case Study 1: Great Yarmouth Borough Council 
 

Good practice: Local authority structure to support heritage-led regeneration 
 

The Borough Council is the largest landowner in Great Yarmouth, including large numbers of 
heritage properties which are not directly required for Council functions.  The Council has 
promoted heritage-led regeneration very successfully, including a Townscape Heritage Initiative 
(THI) 2000-07 which gave £4.6m to about 100 projects and generated £21m in benefits, and 
currently a £9m fund for further work in the King Street area in the centre of the town.  The 
heritage benefits have been striking: at the beginning of the THI scheme there were 75 Grade II 
buildings on the local Buildings At Risk register but at the end there were only 10.  The only 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ !ǘ wƛǎƪ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ DǊŀŘŜ L {ǘ DŜƻǊƎŜΩǎ /ƘŀǇŜƭΣ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜŘΣ ƛǎ 

about to be removed from it as its £3.8m renovation is 
due for completion in March 2012. 
 
This has all been achieved because the departments of 
the Council work together to this end.  Until 2011 the 
Regeneration Team brought together the functions of 
Property, Tourism and Conservation.  Staff work 
together to prepare funding bids, e.g. to the Heritage 
Lottery Fund.  Strong links are maintained with other 
Departments, such as Planning (for regulatory 
reasons), Highways (responsible for the setting of 
many buildings) and Housing (who may help pass 
restored buildings to Housing Association use).  Even 
environmental rangers became involved in a small bid 
to investigate the archaeology of a cemetery and 
reinstate its environment.  There is also extensive 
consultation with residents, creating support and 
goodwill amongst council staff, councillors and the 
public.  The Conservation team is now located in the 
Planning Department but has not lost its links with 
previous colleagues. 

Source: 
Great Yarmouth Borough Council: Darren Barker (pers. comm.) 

 
4.18 Explaining the variation in the relationship between conservation officers and 
asset managers is difficult, and there are no doubt historic cultural issues in each 
authority which have a bearing on what happens.  These variations could not be 
explained by some apparently obvious triggers.  One authority was sure their good 
relations were down to all staff being in the same building, but another Conservation 
Officer had never met the Asset Manager in the 20 years they had shared the same 
building.  Having both property and conservation services in the same Department 
under the same Director appeared highly advantageous in some authorities with 
successful communication, but in another authority with this the Conservation Officer 
took little more than a remote regulatory role.  A further authority had excellent 
working relationships even though Asset Managers and Conservation Officers were in 
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different Directorates.  Nor was the number of Conservation Officers on the payroll 
critical: communication did not necessarily improve if there were numerous 
conservation staff available.  Conservation teams everywhere had very few officers, and 
communication was very good in some authorities with only one Conservation Officer 
and poor in others much better endowed.  Strikingly, there was not even a clear 
relationship between good communication among the parties and the importance of 
ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΦ  ²Ƙƛƭǎǘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ & West 
Norfolk attributed some of their good relations to the corporate drive to heritage-led 
tourism, communication at officer level was particularly poor in Bath and North East 
Somerset, where tourism at this World Heritage Site is a key economic driver. 
 
4.19 Probably the most important determinant of effective communication was 
senior management support for conservation at a position in the structure of an 
authority where this affected property services.  In some cases this was facilitated, if not 
led, by senior individuals who supported heritage conservation.  In others, the process 
was more member-driven when councillors, or at least the Portfolio Holder, emphasised 
the importance of delivering high quality heritage conservation.  Once the Conservation 
Officer had a good working relationship with key members, which could arise after a 
period of time in the job (e.g. in smaller authorities such as Swale and High Peak), this 
too could extend the influence of conservation into property. 
 
4.20 This finding on the perception of conservation by senior management has 
significance in the context of declining numbers of historic environment staff (see 
paragraphs 2.14 above).  Interviews with conservation officers identified that the 
reduction in staff numbers had often been accompanied by a reduced status for 
conservation officers.  Conservation officers remaining found themselves lower in the 
local authority hierarchy (particularly following the retirement of experienced 
colleagues), and free-standing conservation teams with team leaders had been lost.  
These changes clearly reduced the potential for conservation officers to influence chief 
officers, senior officers in other departments and elected members ς i.e. those who 
make the key decisions affecting local authority-owned heritage assets.  One 
Conservation Officer felt that the status of heritage had been badly affected by budget 
cutbacks: a former role engaging on strategy with senior managers had been lost leaving 
a largely regulatory role instead, as a result of which heritage was now regarded more as 
a constraint. 
 
4.21 Good communications between conservation specialists and property staff is 
clearly of vital importance if council-owned heritage assets are to be properly managed.  
This was most apparent where there was an absence of good communication.  In 6 of 
the 24 authorities whose Conservation Officers were interviewed, all with very poor 
communication, the Conservation Officer provided little or no advice to the Property 
5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΦ  ²Ŝ ƘŜŀǊŘ ŦǊƻƳ 
authorities with poor communications of great wastage of resources (time and money), 
lost income from delayed projects, damage to heritage sites, community upset and 
soured relationships.  In many cases all this could seemingly have been avoided by 
simple preliminary discussions between the staff teams and acting on the advice given.  
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For example, in one authority the Asset Manager developed property schemes on behalf 
of an authority but failed ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 
issues beforehand: there was considerable preparatory work but this was followed only 
by a refusal when the authority applied to itself for listed building and other statutory 
consents.  In a climate of poor relationships, each party blamed the other for significant 
delay while the schemes were redesigned.  In another case an authority acquired a 
listed building in a poor state of repair with the express intention of seeking demolition 
to facilitate a social housing project, only to find that an application for listed building 
consent was opposed by English Heritage and an alternative solution was required. 
 
4.22 Furthermore, reports were received of cases in which disinterest in heritage 
within a Property Department had occasionally played out in ways which physically 
damaged the heritage, such as: 
ς if a (powerful) Property Department carries out unauthorised development on a 

listed building, or neglects to maintain it, the (weak) conservation team is hardly 
in a position to take enforcement action against the breach or serve an Urgent 
Works Notice to remedy the deterioration; 

ς if the commercial tenants of the Property Department have carried out 
unauthorised work on a listed building, they will be required by the conservation 
team to submit retrospective applications for planning and listed building 
consent; these are then refused, appeals lodged and those appeals lost; 
however, due to disinterest, the Property Department then refuses to take legal 
ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊŜŎǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴŀƴǘΩǎ ōǊŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΤ 

ς if no statutory consents are required, such as for works affecting properties 
which are not listed or only on a local list, and communication between the 
parties is limited to statutorily protected sites, locally valued heritage can be 
eroded or lost through ignorance. 

 
4.23 Concern about the frequent disinterest of Property Departments in heritage was 
also emphasised by the national amenity societies consulted (notably {!±9 .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ 
Heritage, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and the Victorian Society).  
The latter two expressed concern that the ample advice available on good heritage 
management was not getting through to Property Departments.  An equivalent concern 
that the majority of local authorities lacked the capacity to manage heritage parks and 
gardens, though with exceptions, was highlighted by GreenSpace.  The buildings groups 
also provided examples of cases where Property Departments were deliberately ς and 
unnecessarily in their view ς closing and disposing of heritage assets even if they were in 
good condition.  Surplus buildings were too frequently being sold off in haste without 
proper evaluation of how the third sector might provide superior public value from 
them. 
 
4.24 Despite these serious shortcomings which can arise when communication by 
property staff with conservation staff is poor, lack of communication itself does not 
inevitably lead to problems for heritage owned by local authorities.  If Property 
Departments have sufficient in-house expertise, or choose to purchase this from 
suitably qualified professionals rather than consult the Conservation Officer, then 
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satisfactory outcomes for the heritage are feasible (identified in at least three 
authorities).  The research found some variation in the way that asset managers procure 
advice, including a distinctive approach in Lincolnshire with historic environment officers 
employed (rather than conservation officers), the greater part of whose role is to advise 
the authority on the treatment of all aspects of its own heritage assets. 
 
Management of heritage assets retained by local authorities 
 
4.25 The best Asset Management teams not only know what heritage assets they own 
but have a strategy to look after them properly.  Unfortunately, Asset Management 
Plans do not provide this at present.  Survey results showed that 60% of these do not 
make reference to heritage (with no significant difference between authorities in the 
North and the South, but with districts having a slightly poorer record) and only one in 
eight claiming to have a heritage policy.  Four authorities interviewed had excellent 
alternative arrangements.  Bristol City Council has prepared a Heritage Asset Strategy.  
All assets are identified, and the need for works to each one categorised by urgency and 
cost of delivery over the next five years, together with an indication to retain or dispose 
of it.  Manchester City Council has an especially impressive Heritage Asset Strategy 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊȅ ōŀǎƛǎ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ 
heritage assets (see case study 2).  Lincolnshire County Council is an exemplar in 
preparing Conservation Management Plans for every heritage property in its ownership.  
Gloucester City Council has prepared an Asset Plan for its Buildings At Risk (mainly those 
inherited from the abolished South West Regional Development Agency) and aims to 
extend this to all heritage property; it has also begun the preparation of a 25-year plan 
for its own estate. 
 
4.26 Three quarters of Asset Managers responding to the research survey reported 
that their authorities owned at least some heritage assets which could not cover their 
maintenance and management costs from their income.  All five authorities which 
reported no such difficulties were in the South.  Another difficulty, reported by nearly a 
quarter of Asset Managers, was that their authorities (proportionately more in the 
North) were under pressure to move out of heritage buildings they occupied, on the 
assumption that other premises would be cheaper. 
 
4.27 Portfolio Holders were asked about the priority they gave to the treatment of 
heritage properties compared with non-heritage ones and whether repair and 
maintenance was prioritised at heritage properties.  Aside from those authorities with 
few heritage assets, most Portfolio Holders indicated they gave some kind of priority, at 
least for statutorily protected properties or those that were in some way special to them 
(usually the iconic civic buildings).  Only Northumberland was clear that heritage assets 
got no priority.  A similar pattern emerged from Portfolio Holders with repairs and 
maintenance: apart from Northumberland and Waveney which gave heritage assets no 
priority, all the others tried to do so to some degree.  Three economically weaker areas 
clearly aspired to this but were barely able to do so because of severe budget 
constraints (Doncaster, Hartlepool and Sunderland). 
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Case Study 2: Manchester City Council 
 

Good practice: Heritage Assets Strategy 
 

Manchester City Council is unique amongst the authorities sampled in that its Corporate 
Property department has a Heritage Asset Strategy that clearly identifies the heritage assets 
owned by the authority and provides a detailed pro-active guide to secure their long-term 
conservation.  This approach was first adopted in 2006 and has now become an established part 
of ManŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ /ƛǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻΦ 
 

The City Council owns approximately 12% of the listed buildings in Manchester.  Within the 
/ƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǿƴ Iŀƭƭ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ, Wythenshawe 
Hall, and Heaton Park with its grade I listed house, four grade II* and four grade II listed 
structures.  The complex of civic buildings in Albert Square is an outstanding group, including the 
Grade I listed Town Hall, and the grade II* listed Town Hall Extension and Central Library. 
 

The Heritage Asset Strategy contains strategic 
policies, which prioritise retention of all types 
of heritage assets and sets out safeguards to 
be employed where such assets have to be 
disposed of.  The strategy also emphasises the 
importance of maintenance.  Furthermore, the 
document provides detailed guidance by 
categorising each individual asset into one of 
six risk categories and one of seven treatment 
grades.  This facilitates the prioritisation of 
resources and has enabled Manchester to 
develop a mothballing approach for assets 
where the funds cannot be found in the short 
term for necessary work. 
 

aŀƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ /ƛǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ !ǎǎŜǘǎ 
Strategy provides an exemplary basis to guide 
appropriate management of ŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ 
heritage assets.  Critical success factors would 
seem to be the corporate property ownership 
approach, rather than the traditional 
departmental ownership model, and the fact 
that there is senior management and political 
Ψōǳȅ-ƛƴΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ concept of looking after 
heritage assets as a key component of the 
quality of the city and using them as a catalyst 
for regeneration. 
 

Source:  
Manchester City Council: Paul Mason (pers. comm.) 

 
4.28 Conservation Officers were also asked about the adequacy of the repairs and 
maintenance regime for heritage properties in their authority.  Over three quarters 
considered that maintenance was overall at least satisfactory and sometimes very good.  
The picture could be quite mixed, however.  Conservation Officers confirmed the 
ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ŦƻǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ 
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than the rest, though some authorities had very impressive records not only of good 
maintenance but of bringing back many buildings from a deteriorated state, such as 
IƛƭƭƛƴƎŘƻƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘΣ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ & West Norfolk Borough and Bristol City 
Councils, as well as those promoting heritage-led regeneration.  Protected heritage sites 
would also be better looked after than non-designated sites as, ultimately, these could 
not be demolished and would cost more to resolve if allowed to deteriorate.  
Maintenance tended to be weakest on sites which had either a low public profile, such 
as cemetery buildings and park buildings, or which no longer had much if any direct use 
(e.g. Town Walls, conduits and archaeological remains).  Furthermore, in two authorities 
in which heritage was given a low corporate priority by members and senior officers, 
and had particularly poor communication between Conservation Officers and the 
Property Department, the Conservation Officers reported that they had some heritage 
assets rotting away for want of maintenance. 
 
4.29 ¢ƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘ 
maintenance identified from local authority officers by interviews and questionnaires is 
sharply different from the advice received from the national amenity societies 
ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŜŘΦ  {!±9 .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƴŎƛŜƴǘ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ 
and the Victorian Society uniformly considered local authority management of their 
heritage assets to be poor, though interspersed with some good practice.  It is beyond 
the capacity of this research to resolve the difference of perspective. 
 
4.30 Portfolio Holders were asked about maintenance backlogs for heritage property.  
To the extent that they were familiar with this, most authorities had either reduced 
their backlogs in recent years (essentially prior to the recession), with a particularly 
impressive performance by Bristol City Council, or not allowed them to lengthen.  Only 
Hull (a northern unitary in an economically weak area) admitted to a deterioration, 
which was clearly an unfortunate way to enter a period of economic hardship. 
 
4.31 Conservation Officers were in agreement that the principal cause of 
maintenance backlogs in authorities considered not to have adequate maintenance was 
unsurprisingly a lack of money.  This could be a serious problem in some authorities with 
weaker economies.  The research also found that most authorities had a few larger 
properties where repairs and maintenance had fallen well behind, and vacancy, 
deterioration and the need for significant capital investment had followed.  This even 
arose in authorities with otherwise sound maintenance arrangements.  Insufficient 
money to carry out all the maintenance they would have liked was the principal 
problem, Conservation Officers generally accepted.  There were also often specific 
reasons for individual properties having reached this condition, even if, in retrospect, 
ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎΦ  CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƻƴŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ Ψƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎΩ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΣ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
assumption that the purchaser would do this: it now owned buildings of little value.  
One authority, Great Yarmouth, had been unable to maintain its heritage property 
because the portfolio was simply much too large to deal with in such an economically 
deprived area. 
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4.32 One Conservation Officer expressed uncertainty about the true extent of the 
maintenance backlog as the properties were not surveyed frequently enough to know.  
A small number of authorities interviewed had addressed frequency of monitoring 
through the practice of carrying out quinquennial property surveys.  Lincolnshire County 
Council requires quinquennial reviews of all its buildings, which can include identifying 
works required in the short term perhaps as a preventative measure.  Manchester City 
Council has also adopted quinquennial conditions surveys on the majority of its property 
portfolio in recognition of the importance of maintenance.  Newcastle-upon-Tyne City 
Council carries out quinquennial condition surveys of all its scheduled ancient 
monuments, based on which it prepares 5-year management plans for each one.  It also 
employs historic environment specialists with responsibility for monitoring the well-
being of council-owned heritage assets.  Quinquennial surveys are long-established as a 
legal requirement for Church of England properties, while periodic inspections, typically 
every four years (quadrennial reviews) rather than every five, are mandatory across 
central Government11 with advice available on standards of implementation which are  
in many respects applicable to local authorities12.  Effective use can be made of periodic 
inspections of property by establishing prioritised repair and maintenance programmes 
based on the findings.  Bristol City Council, for example, has capitalised on its survey 
work by preparing a Heritage Asset Strategy based on the needs of each site, the cost of 
works there, and the level of priority for investment in it.  Some Conservation Officers 
considered that this good practice should be more widely applied in local government. 
 
Surplus and problematic local authority heritage buildings 
 
4.33 Heritage buildings which fall out of use are prone to deteriorate and become 
problematic.  Local authorities are generally well aware of this obvious and central 
point, but nonetheless circumstances arise which create vacancy.  The pattern of 
heritage properties in a poor condition (or even at risk of loss) owned by local 
authorities appears to be determined by the interaction of the following three main 
forces: redundancy, dearth of new uses and costs of both conversion and upkeep. 
 
4.34 A distinctive category of local authority building identified by this research as 
often surplus is the former Town Hall.  Following local government reorganisation in 
1963 (London) and 1974 (elsewhere), large numbers of Town Halls were inherited by the 
new, larger authorities created.  Many were kept on in their original use for a while, at 
least partially, but have gradually become ever more surplus to requirements.  They 
often stand in pivotal locations within towns and contribute to civic pride.  Some are 
unlisted, but even then demolition is often unthinkable.  Other frequently-mentioned 
asset types becoming surplus are cemetery chapels and cemetery lodges, primary 
schools, and houses (often large houses).  In each case centralisation of facilities is 

                                                        
11

 Protocol for the care of the Government historic estate 2009, English Heritage, Office of Government 
Commerce and Department for Culture Media and Sport 
12 Managing heritage assets: Guidance for government departments on the use of periodic inspections, 
forward work plans and asset management programmes, 2009, English Heritage and Office of 
Government Commerce 
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usually a factor, though modern expectations, including especially disabled access and 
health & safety, play a part. 
 
4.35 Often one of the greatest challenges facing heritage assets no longer required by 
local authorities is to find appropriate new uses for them, especially as the structure 
may have been closely tailored to the former civic use.  The private sector will often be 
prepared to acquire property which can be converted relatively easily to residential use.  
If building conversion to residential is not relatively easy then there may in any event be 
heritage reasons for not wishing for such change.  Converting a building containing an 
historic Court to a new use which preserves its original atmosphere is an obvious 
challenge, for example.  The research found numerous examples of three other 
categories of structure where finding new uses was often problematic: 
(a) Swimming pools: innovative uses had sometimes been found, such as a 

conversion to a judo club in Wolverhampton and (in part) to a hydro-therapy 
pool attached to ŀ ŘƻŎǘƻǊΩs surgery in Bristol. 

(b) Cemetery chapels: these may sometimes be sufficiently large to reuse as places 
of worship for other denominations, but otherwise initiatives will need to be 
taken to address the widespread problem of cemetery chapels that are no longer 
required.  For example, Kirklees MDC attempted to find new uses for eight 
redundant cemetery chapels by carrying out a public consultation.  This resulted 
in a number of solutions emerging, including for example the successful 
restoration of one as a meeting centre supported by a Friends group (see also 
case study 16 on the identification of local heritage assets).   

(c) Cemetery lodges: though also awkward, these tend to find new life slightly more 
easily than cemetery chapels ς having been designed for occupancy these tend 
to be easier to convert to residential use, and being adjacent to the access road 
they may be more readily converted than chapels which are often centrally 
located within cemeteries; nonetheless cities such as Hull, Bristol and Newcastle-
upon-Tyne reported problems with finding new uses for cemetery lodges (which 
had been placed on national or local Buildings at Risk registers in each authority). 

 

4.36 Conversion to new uses is not only a matter of practicality but also a matter of 
cost.  Land values and therefore location are a factor in this.  In relatively affluent areas 
where property prices are high, the conversion costs may well be covered by the end 
value of the building (if acquired at a realistic price), but where property prices are low 
new uses are all the harder to find at all.  There may be good uses available, but they 
cannot be achieved economically.  The worst problems arise, of course, if the building in 
its state at point of transfer has a negative value: i.e. a subsidy is required to enable the 
conversion to take place.  This immediately kills off the hope of a normal private sale in 
the open market, and the local authority may have to pay a new user to acquire it (see 
for example 66 Westgate Street, Gloucester, case study 3). 
 
4.37 The combined effects of deterioration in the fabric, conversion costs and locally 
weak economies clearly inhibit new uses for heritage property, affecting especially the 
poorer parts of northern England, unsurprisingly.  The main difficulty in these 
circumstances can often be that waiting for an alternative solution can make an 
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alternative even less likely: keeping the building in use is more important, avoiding the 
deterioration associated with vacancy.  The need can often be for decisive action.  There 
is long-established advice from English Heritage on the benefit of prompt transfers 
rather than hoping for a greater return later, for example: 
 

Case Study 3: 66 Westgate Street, Gloucester 
 

Good practice: Disposal of heritage asset for investment by another party 
 

66 Westgate Street is a 15th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ DƭƻǳŎŜǎǘŜǊ /ƛǘȅ /ŜƴǘǊŜΣ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ 
Grade II*.  The building was operated as a tearoom and restaurant until the business ceased in 
1997 due to the deteriorating structural condition of the property.  Gloucester City Council kept 
the building secure and weather-tight.  In 
2002, Gloucester Historic Buildings Ltd, a 
charitable trust, commissioned a feasibility 
study (75% funded by the Architectural 
Heritage Fund) to consider options for re-
use of the building.  This concluded that the 
most beneficial use would be retail/café use 
on the ground floor with residential above.  
It also highlighted the huge gap between 
market value and the repair costs. 
 
The City Council invited tenders from 
specialist conservation contractors and 
developers in 2004.  Eventually, a small 
building company with a proven track record 
agreed to purchase the building for a 
nominal sum, along with a grant from the 
City Council of £100,000 and a covenant 
requiring the agreed restoration.  English 
Heritage made a further offer of £150,000 to 
enable the sale to proceed, and planning 
and listed building consent applications 
were submitted in September 2005.  Work 
on site lasted from the end of 2006 until 2009, including the re-rendering of the previously 
exposed timber framing (see photo).  The case involved conservation staff at the City Council in 
considerable work, but responsibility for the renovation passed to the purchaser and the 
disposing authority covered the negative value of the property as cheaply as practicable.  The 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƻƴ ǘƘŜ DƭƻǳŎŜǎǘŜǊ /ƛǾƛŎ !ǿŀǊŘ нлмл ŦƻǊ Ψ.Ŝǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƭǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΦ 
 

Source: 
Gloucester City Council Planning Department 

 

ά²ƘŜƴ establishing the disposal value of a site it is important to ensure that 
expected returns are realistic and that initial and continuing costs of 
maintenance, security and repairs are set against anticipated capital receipts.  
Where the cost of interim maintenance, security and repair is high, it may make 
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more sense to accept a realistic offer at the outset rather than defer a decision in 
ǘƘŜ ƘƻǇŜ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎΦέ13 

If a building does become vacant, and nobody is in a position to take it on, then the local 
authority owner may find itself paying for the upkeep of a building which is earning no 
revenue at all (see Wymering Manor case study 4 ς the location in this case being 
unsuited to the market due to the building being surrounded by housing).  Cases like 
these demonstrate the merit of moving quickly to try to find new uses without waiting 
for the previous one to stop, to ensure continuity of occupation so far as practicable. 
 
4.38 The other key economic aspect of finding a new use which is capable of being 
economically self-supporting in the long term is the creation of a business plan for a use 
of the property.  The Heritage Lottery Fund is especially strict about requiring workable 
proposals so that public money is not squandered.  In short, the new use must not only 
be suitable in heritage terms, but it must also be economically viable.  Sound business 
plans consistent with heritage have been fundamental to the success of ventures such 
as the Great Yarmouth Preservation Trust (case study 11), while difficulty in devising one 
can leave an historic building being underused (this was for some time the experience at 
Baldock Town Hall, case study 13, though after a period this is now being resolved here).  
¢ƘŜ !ǎǎŜǘ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ¦ƴƛǘ ŘǊŀǿǎ ǘǿƻ ΨƪŜȅ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ŦǊƻƳ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ 
as Baldock Town Hall: 
ά* Costly refurbishment projects involving heritage assets, and in need of an 

enterprise component, are amongst the most complex to deliver and therefore 
carry significant risks ς especially where the size of the asset negates the 
prospect of a public sector anchor tenant to bolster viability; 

*  Unconstituted groups lacking a track record may require significant time and in-
depth support if communities are to capitalise upon transfer offers ς in particular 
where the third sector is largely comprised of smaller groups with little or no 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦέ 

 
4.39 There are large numbers of local authority-owned heritage assets which can earn 
little or nothing.  Some may have statutory protection through listing, thereby obliging 
the local authority to sustain their upkeep, but the majority do not.  This applies to a 
wide range of local authority features which residents would recognise as part of their 
heritage: war memorials, park buildings, barns, mausoleums, milestones, and much 
more.  Roadside historic signposts will need to be maintained by highways authorities, 
for example.  Lincolnshire has identified approximately 375 surviving traditional road 
signs (in 2007) throughout the county in a variety of styles and materials, and through a 
partnership programme between the Highways Department and Heritage Lincolnshire, 
involving the Historic Environment team, has developed a sympathetic approach to their 
maintenance and refurbishment.  In other cases there may be more scope to pass some 
responsibility for maintenance to local communities.  For example, Northumberland 
County Council is proposing that Parish Councils throughout its area should become 
responsible for all War Memorials, and usually the land on which they stand, instead of 
themselves, from April 2012.  The consultation suggests that if this is unacceptable to a  

                                                        
13 Philip Davies and Delcia Keate, 1995, Lƴ ǘƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΥ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŀǘ Ǌƛǎƪ, English 
Heritage, p. 9. 
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Case Study 4: Wymering Manor, Portsmouth 
 

Cautionary tale: Lack of third sector interest to acquire a heritage property 
 

Wymering Manor is thought to be the oldest house in Portsmouth, with mediaeval masonry, a 
timber frame dating from 1581 and features from many later periods.  Listed Grade II*, the 
Manor had been leased by the City Council for use as a youth hostel until this ceased in March 
2006.  The building is a large house with a small garden, with options for its future having been 
compromised by the sale in the 1960s of much of its grounds for house building (see plan: 
Manor in centre).  The Council did not wish to retain the property due to the liability to carry out 
essential works, refurbishment and future maintenance, for which no funding was available. 
 

The Asset Manager initially reported that a variety of occupiers and preservation groups wished 
to buy it for use as a private residence, hotel, community 
ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ƎƘƻǎǘ Ŏƭǳō όǘƘƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 
most haunted properties).  At one point a sale at 
£500,000 was agreed, but not completed.  A third sector 
occupant was found for the property under licence, but 
after two years this too fell through, and the building has 
since been empty.  Three times the property failed to sell 
at auction.  Prospective buyers were advised that they 
would need to spend at least £150,000 to restore the 
building to its former glory.  That cost has now risen to 
£450-500,000, resulting in no credible private or third 
sector interest in buying it.  The Manor has been placed 
ƻƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩǎ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ !ǘ wƛǎƪ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊΦ 

© Crown Copyright and database right 2011. All rights 
reserved. Ordnance Survey Licence number 100019088 

Attention has turned to finding occupants to manage the building, though community uses 
might struggle to be economically achievable.  The City Council is in the very early stages of 
discussions with a local group, offering a period of time to meet a range of requirements 
including the identification of uses and 
funding sources and the preparation of 
a business plan.  There is a long way to 
go before the future of the Manor is 
secure, though the local MP and the 
Architectural Heritage Fund are now 
involved.  Meanwhile Portsmouth City 
Council is spending £2000/week on 
security alone for the building, money 
which it would have preferred to put 
into conservation and repairs.  This is 
bringing urgency to the need to 
establish a future for the Manor with 
the necessary funding.  
Sources: 
Wymering Manor, Listed Building description, English Heritage; Portsmouth City Council: 
hŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ wŜǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ [ŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ 5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ aŀƪƛƴƎ aŜŜǘƛƴƎ нмΦсΦлс ŀƴŘ WŜŦŦ IǳǘŎƘƛƴǎ όǇŜǊǎΦ ŎƻƳƳΦ); 
BBC website: tƻǊǘǎƳƻǳǘƘΩǎ ²ȅƳŜǊƛƴƎ aŀƴƻǊ Ŧŀƛƭǎ ǘƻ ǎŜƭƭ ŀǘ ŀǳŎǘƛƻƴ, 14.12.10 
Other example of heritage properties which failed to sell at auction and needed new solutions: 
Thorne Hall, Doncaster Metropolitan Borough Council 
Other example where lack of curtilage compromises effective use of the heritage asset: 
Heckington 8-sailed windmill, Lincolnshire 
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tŀǊƛǎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΣ ŀ ΨǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜΩ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƭŜǾƛŜŘ ƭƻŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ǘŀȄ ǇǊŜŎŜǇǘ ǘƻ 
cover the cost of Northumberland Council continuing its service. 
 
4.40 Other heritage assets may be much more costly to maintain, however.  These are 
critical circumstances.  Where a heritage asset serves no productive purpose, has no 
statutory protection, has no buyer and costs the local authority money to maintain 
when budgets are tight, the pressure for demolition can be considerable, swamping 
suggestions for retention and the search for alternative uses.  This, the evidence for this 
research suggests, is the sharp end of the erosion of local heritage (see Nelson Palace 
Theatre case study 5).   
 

Case Study 5: Palace Theatre, Nelson 
 

Cautionary tale: Demolition of unlisted heritage theatre 
 

The Palace Theatre in Nelson, Lancashire was opened in 1909 and had a seating capacity of 
1,730.  The exterior was damaged by partial demolition of the entrance for a road scheme in 
1979, but the original auditorium, fly tower and full back-stage facilities remained.  The interior 
was designed and decorated by plasterwork specialists A R Dean & Co, with fine cartouches on 

the curved balconies and richly 
decorated single boxes on each side 
(see photo taken in August 2009).  
Latterly used as a bingo hall, the 
building was unlisted and not in a 
Conservation Area, but included on the 
town centre heritage trail.  In 2006 
Pendle Borough Council proposed the 
site in the Nelson town centre 
aŀǎǘŜǊǇƭŀƴ ŀǎ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ΨƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΩ ōǳǘ 
meanwhile as a car park for the nearby 
swimming pool.  The Theatres Trust 
had previously identified the theatre 
for potential re-use as well as being in 

their view architecturally significant and included the Palace on its Theatre Buildings At Risk 
register in 2007.  A subsequent request for it to be listed was rejected by the Secretary of State. 
 
In 2009 Pendle Borough Council purchased the Palace for immediate demolition.  Theatresearch 
submitted an options report to the Council on the use of the theatre.  However, the Council 
indicated that it had investigated whether there was any local interest in setting up a locally-
based trust to take on the restoration and running of the theatre but found none that might lead 
to a solution.  No commercial interest had been shown in the building.  In addition it pointed out 
that it did not have the funds or capacity to operate and run another historic building as part of 
its portfolio. It therefore demolished the theatre in October 2010. 
 

Source: 
The Theatres Trust: www.theatrestrust.org.uk and Mark Price (pers. comm.) 

 
4.41 One of the issues most frequently raised in responding to surplus and 
problematic heritage properties was the difficulty of finding the balance between what 

http://www.theatrestrust.org.uk/
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was practicable economically and what was acceptable in heritage terms.  Many 
Portfolio Holders with responsibility for heritage property considered that the key 
objective was to get buildings back into use to conserve their heritage value.  However, 
a concern voiced by four of the eighteen portfolio holders interviewed was that overly 
demanding heritage requirements are a constraint on local authority efforts to re-use of 
historic buildings.  The research has not revealed any actual instances to justify this view 
and it was not raised in any of the interviews with conservation officers or other interest 
groups consulted.  Such assertions should be treated with considerable caution and can 
perhaps be countered by publication and promotion of the wealth of good examples of 
imaginative and successful re-use schemes that have been carried out across the 
country. 
 
Closure, partial closure, demolition and mothballing of heritage assets 
 
4.42 The research investigated with both Asset Managers and Conservation Officers 
the scale of closure and demolition of heritage assets by local authorities.  Additional 
evidence has emerged of intermediate conditions such as partial closure and 
mothballing as the response by local authorities to the particular circumstances they 
face. 
 
4.43 The returns from Asset Managers, distinguishing types of authority and a 
North/South division of England, provide some indication of recent and anticipated 
scales of closure, disposal, management transfer and demolition of heritage assets. 
 
4.44 In the last five years, by number, two fifths of local authorities had closed a 
heritage asset, half had disposed of a heritage asset, a quarter had transferred the 
management of a heritage asset and one tenth had demolished a heritage asset. 
 
4.45 In the last five years, by location, three fifths of authorities in the North had 
closed a heritage asset, twice the proportion in the South.  Just over a half of authorities 
had disposed of heritage assets in both the North and the South.  30% of authorities in 
the North had transferred the management of a heritage asset compared with 20% in 
the South.  The handful of demolitions was preferentially in the North.  The asset types 
and numbers for demolitions provided from the Asset Manager returns are set out 
below: 
 

Demolitions in the last five years by heritage asset type 
 
Mill (part)  1 
Cemetery chapel  1 
Seafront shelter  1 
Garage  1 
Pub  1 
Community centre  1 
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4.46 In the last five year, by authority type, less than one third of districts had closed 
heritage assets, while two thirds of other authority types had done so.  About one third 
of districts had disposed of heritage assets, while almost all authorities in the other 
authority types had done so.  Hardly any districts had transferred the management of 
heritage assets, while half the unitaries and counties had done so.  There were 
demolitions by each authority type, but comparison of the small numbers is not 
meaningful. 
 
4.47 In the next five years, by number, a quarter of authorities each expected to 
close, dispose of and transfer the management of heritage assets and one tenth to 
demolish them.  These proportions are almost identical to the pattern in the last five 
years. 
 
4.48 In the next five years, by location, one third of authorities in the North expected 
to close heritage assets compared with one fifth in the South.  More than half the 
authorities in the North expected to dispose of assets compared with two fifths in the 
South.  One third of authorities in the North expected to transfer the management of 
heritage assets compared with one fifth in the South.  One fifth of authorities in the 
North expected to demolish heritage assets, but almost none in the South.  On this basis 
there may be fewer closures in the North compared with the last five years, but a slight 
northward shift in the small number of disposals is expected.  In the South, the 
proportion of authorities closing, disposing of and demolishing heritage assets may 
decline slightly compared with the previous five years. 
 
4.49 In the next five years, by type of authority, only districts have a large proportion 
of authorities not expecting to close heritage assets.  A much higher proportion of 
unitaries and counties expect to dispose of heritage assets than do districts.  A 
significantly smaller proportion of districts and London Boroughs expect to make 
transfers of heritage asset management than do unitaries and counties.  The same small 
number of authorities expects to demolish heritage assets as in the previous five years, 
though with more emphasis on unitaries, but comparison of these numbers is not 
meaningful.  The difference between districts and other authority types is expected to 
be still more pronounced in the next five years than in the last five, with fewer closures 
by districts.  A slight reduction in disposals by unitaries is also indicated. 
 
4.50 The overall pattern of closures, disposals, management transfers and 
demolitions is fairly stable between the last five years and expectations for the next five.  
A slight reduction in these activities in the south is expected, closures should be down 
everywhere, and district councils foresee a decline from an already much lower activity 
level than in other types of authority.  Unitary authorities in northern England may, if 
any category, be one to monitor for potential small increases in levels of heritage asset 
sales and demolitions.  There is no indication in the information provided that Asset 
Managers are anticipating a flood of local authority buildings onto the market arising 
from budget cutbacks: the series of closure of libraries in many authorities is not being 
taken as a precursor for what might happen to other categories of local authority stock 
later in the Comprehensive Spending Review period. 
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4.51 The Conservation Officers interviewed suggested that closure was usually the 
result of the departure of the previous local authority occupant, perhaps followed by a 
period of vacancy and deterioration which may then have inhibited direct reuse by new 
users.  However, new uses were being investigated or had been found in most cases: 
closure was therefore not in most cases simply an intermediate stage between an 
earlier use and demolition. The cases often required intensive attention, but most 
appeared to be transitional problems rather than long term liabilities.  Just a handful of 
sites appeared to risk slipping through the safety net of state intervention on behalf of 
heritage.  The most prominent of these is probably the Victorian Winter Gardens on the 
seafront at Great Yarmouth, the last surviving of its cast iron and glass type in the 
country, and now at risk of complete collapse 20 years after significant maintenance was 
last carried out and 5 years after the premises were closed as dangerous. 
 

Case Study 6: Hyde Cemetery Chapel, Tameside 
 

Cautionary tale: Demolition of unlisted heritage cemetery chapel 
 

Hyde Cemetery opened in 1894.  It had 
three cemetery chapels, with the last-
remaining being the non-conformist 
chapel.  J W Beaumont (architect of the 
Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester) is 
believed to have designed this chapel, 
which appears little changed since its 
construction.  It was described by 
¢ŀƳŜǎƛŘŜΩǎ /ƻnservation Officer as 
possibly of more than local significance 
and meriting every effort to retain it.  
However, being unlisted and not in a 
Conservation Area it had no statutory 
protection against demolition. 
          Copyright Gerald England & licensed for reuse under this Creative Commons Licence 

Tameside Metropolitan Borough Council proposed to demolish the chapel as it was clearly 
surplus in its current use.  Funerals were no longer carried out there, electricity costs in 2009 
(the last year it was used) were over £3,300, and the building had been vandalised on various 
occasions costing thousands of pounds to repair.  The building was said to pose a health and 
safety risk.  Continuing to repair and maintain the building was therefore financially 
unattractive.  Brief consideration was given to alternative uses, but in September 2011 Tameside 
MBC approved its own proposal to demolish the chapel and create instead a grassed area. 
 

Sources: 
The Victorian Society; Tameside Metropolitan Borough Council: Environment Services Decision 
Notice and Development Management Delegated Report Sheet 

 
4.52 Demolition and partial closure, and to a lesser extent full closure, are largely 
stimulated by the desire to save money.  In the case of partial closure the staff savings 
may be the most significant.  Partial closure is an experience familiar from many libraries 
by curtailing opening hours and reducing the facilities on offer.  Similar cost cutting can 
take place at heritage properties.  For example, Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire, 
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the ancestral home of the poet Lord Byron, has seen its opening hours cut drastically by 
Nottingham City Council (which has owned it since the 1930s).  At the start of 2011 the 
opening hours of the house were every day between 1 April and 30 September from 
12.00 noon to 5.00pm, but they were later limited just to Sundays for house tours at 
1.00pm and 2.00pm only.  In the case of demolition the principal savings are normally in 
running costs.  Case study 6 of Hyde Cemetery Chapel, Tameside illustrates the 
problems with running costs facing local authorities when a heritage property is clearly 
no longer required for the use for which it was designed. 
 
The current impact of budget cuts on heritage assets 
 
4.53 ¢ƘŜ Ŏǳǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƎǊŀƴǘǎ to local government are putting local 
ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ōǳŘƎŜǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎǘǊŀƛƴΦ  !ƭƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŜǉǳŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ 
ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƛƎƘǘ ŀ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŦǊƻƴǘ ƭƛƴŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ŎŀǎƘ 
available.  However, this need not be the determining factor of the resources available 
to heritage, so the budget cuts must be understood in a wider context.  Matters that 
may be relevant to a local authority include: 
ς some heritage buildings make a lot of money for local authorities, notably Bath 

ŀƴŘ bƻǊǘƘ 9ŀǎǘ {ƻƳŜǊǎŜǘΩǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǾŜǎǘŜŘ 
interest in maintaining their properties and have the means to do so regardless 
of budget cuts; 

ς civic pride and the image of a place are affected by the way key buildings are 
treated and perceived, so there is a big incentive for at least the flagship heritage 
properties to be maintained well, and this appears especially important in cities; 

ς heritage-based tourism significantly assists the economy of some areas, such as 
DƭƻǳŎŜǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ & West Norfolk, so again a priority may well be given 
to maintaining the heritage; 

ς significant heritage properties may have been donated or bequeathed to an 
authority in the past, and there is a moral obligation on the authority to retain it 
for public use and if possible satisfy any terms of the acquisition; 

ς many local authorities have been planning ahead for the current budget cuts and 
have taken steps to reduce its impact; 

ς repair and maintenance of a portfolio of property is widely appreciated as an 
investment rather than a cost, and especially the benefit of avoiding the need for 
expensive repairs in future, so the assumption should not necessarily be made 
that property, including heritage property, will be neglected. 

 
4.54 In addition to these considerations within local authorities, other sources of 
grant and advice outside the sector were also major considerations, often of greater 
significance than the central government grant to a local authority that found its way 
into local authority heritage buildings: 
ς the state of urban regeneration has a much bigger impact on heritage than 

competition for local authority grant money: heritage-led regeneration has a 
direct impact on the scale of heritage renewal and can generate much more 
wealth for heritage improvements; 
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ς ǘƘŜ ŀōƻƭƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨbŜǿ 5Ŝŀƭ ŦƻǊ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƘŀŘ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ 
Conservation Officer posts  in Wolverhampton, which were then lost; 

ς the loss of the Regional Development Agencies had removed substantial funding 
from the heritage, for example with High Peak BC reporting the loss of £0.5m 
from EMDA for its regeneration of The Crescent in Buxton (see case study 23), 
and Gloucester CC taking on the heritage property liabilities of the SWRDA in the 
city; 

ς the cutbacks in grant-in-aid to English Heritage had led to some perception that 
there was a reduced availability of expertise to local authorities, (though English 
Heritage is maintaining its front-line planning advice services). 

 
4.55 The research asked Portfolio Holders responsible for historic buildings what 
ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ Ŏǳǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƴƻǿ ƻƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΦ  Half the councillors 
interviewed reported that these cuts were already having discernible effects on the 
money available for heritage assets, including almost all authorities in economically 
weaker areas of the country.  In other cases the impact was less, usually because other 
factors were more important (see previous paragraph).  All the authorities whose 
heritage assets had so far been little affected by Government budget cuts were in the 
southern half of the country.  The impact of budget cuts was somewhat dampened in 
those authorities which prioritised support for their heritage properties.  These findings 
show that the impact ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƎǊŀƴǘ Ŏǳǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ƛƴ 
their impact than might have been discerned from the grant figures alone. 
 
4.56 !ǎǎŜǘ aŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 
to maintain heritage assets in good order had been compromised by a lack of adequate 
budgets.  38% considered it had been compromised severely, 46% slightly and 7% not at 
all.  This varies little between the North and South of England, but unitary authorities 
are much more badly affected than other authority types.  However, two thirds of 
authorities considered that money could be found when heritage property needed 
major investment (half the authorities in the South and over four fifths of the authorities 
in the North).  Four fifth of all authorities had not changed their approach to the 
management of heritage assets in the last five years, though unchanged management 
had only survived in a lesser proportion of unitary authorities. 
 
4.57 Local authorities with significantly reduced budgets can do less: they need fewer 
staff to do the work and fewer offices to accommodate them.  This rationalisation of 
council accommodation was arising at some of the authorities contacted in ways which 
affected heritage property.  Gloucester City Council had previously moved its office 
functions into four converted former warehouses in Gloucester Docks deliberately to 
demonstrate its commitment to heritage-led regeneration, but is now vacating one 
warehouse and concentrating its functions in the remaining three.  The surplus 
warehouse is now in a popular location and will find a suitable occupant, but the best 
option need not always be so clear.  Elsewhere, if the heritage building is awkward in 
some way or in a poorer area that is unattractive to the market, there may be no takers 
for a large surplus building.  This is by no means unusual in areas with weaker 
economies.  Doncaster MDC is concentrating its administrative functions in a new 
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purpose-built office.  A result of this will be that a number of heritage properties will 
become surplus, including Danum House (Grade II) and Nether Hall: the level of market 
interest in these is awaited.  Local government reorganisation in Northumberland, with 
six district councils being dissolved in the transition to a single unitary authority, may 
have similar consequences. 
 
4.58 Surplus heritage properties need not be the start of a cycle of vacancy, neglect, 
dereliction and then deterioration of the locality.  Rather than specifically relocate away 
from heritage property, as some Asset Managers thought most appropriate (see 
paragraph 4.26 above), the most efficient solution may be to relocate other functions 
into them.  For example, the Carnegie Building in Hartlepool used to house a library on 
its ground floor and a museum upstairs, but after these uses ceased the Borough Council 
refurbished the building to bring it back into use as offices for both Library Service 
backroom staff and the Sport and Leisure Department.  Lincolnshire County Council 
failed to sell the Grade II* Sessions House in Boston and has now decided to concentrate 
its own functions in the building and vacate others as appropriate.  The alternative 
would have been to have a locally-appreciated listed building empty and deteriorating in 
the town centre, not capable of being demolished and costing substantial sums to 
maintain.  Keeping the building in use, albeit at slightly greater cost than might be 
achieved elsewhere, was not only good for the heritage but economically the best 
solution. 
 
4.59 The pain of budget cuts on staff has not escaped most of the Conservation teams 
interviewed, where cutbacks broadly reflected the national pattern (see paragraph 2.14 
above).  The impact on service capability had been savage in some places, with a 
number of authorities now reduced to a single Conservation Officer, including 
Nottingham, a major city authority with 300,000 people.  Cuts to staff and budgets 
ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾƛǎŜ ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ 
ways which included the following: 
ς a County authority experienced in providing heritage services for other 

authorities through service-level agreements now needed to have a similar 
agreement with its Property Department, who were currently advised free of 
charge, if the service was to continue effectively; 

ς an authority had begun charging for pre-application planning advice, but the 
Property Department was not exempt and this had served only to reduce 
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ōȅ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 
property; 

ς a post lost in one authority was the point of contact between the Planning 
5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ 
own assets; 

ς significant loss of staff had damaged the ability to prepare bids for external 
project funding in one authority trying to promote heritage-led regeneration; 

ς there was a risk that a Planning Department would have to employ heritage 
consultants to deal with statutory applications (including the Property 
5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎύ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǘōŀŎƪǎ ƛn Conservation Officers, which could cost 
more money than had been saved; 
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ς a planning department with insufficient Conservation staff may need to change 
the heritage specialists it uses as consultants, opting for cheaper micro-
businesses with lower overheads than currently used, so the most appropriate 
specialist might not necessarily be employed. 

 
4.60 Despite the problems, the overall picture of maintenance and upkeep of heritage 
properties owned by local authorities is encouraging: most maintain their heritage 
property reasonably well and the majority could find resources for major investment if 
needed, but a great many appear to own at least some problematic heritage assets.  
This is despite there being some properties which cannot cover their maintenance costs 
in three quarters of authorities, budget cuts which put heritage at some risk, and some 
pressure to vacate heritage premises because of claimed high running costs.  
Nonetheless many authorities continue to have high aspirations for the well-being of 
their heritage property. 
 
4.61 This positive outlook is not universal.  As well as the widespread problem of 
maintaining heritage assets which are not statutorily protected and which generate little 
or no income (see paragraph 4.39), there is a particular problem with larger buildings 
which pass out of use in economically weak areas.  In these areas local authorities 
already struggle to repair and maintain their heritage property, recognising that they 
cannot do everything they would like.  Priority is inevitably given to buildings in use and 
other high profile assets.  Buildings which become surplus are then a special challenge, 
which has prompted authorities like Hartlepool Borough Council and Sunderland City 
Council to promote the disposal of assets (not just heritage ones).  This limits their 
obligations to carry out emergency repairs and meet health and safety requirements, 
and encourages the reuse of properties by new owners.  It also reduces their exposure 
to the significant costs caused by the theft of metals and other materials from heritage 
property, which is currently experiencing a large increase.  This research therefore 
resonates with the finding of research in 200614 that in local government the principal 
reason for disposal of heritage assets is the lack of resources to maintain them.  That 
research too άfound that this applied particularly when the condition of property had 
deteriorated and required a significant capital injection.  An authority may have no real 
desire to dispose of a heritage property as a matter of principle, but simply not have the 
spare resources to justify refurbishment and other costs, even if it could then use the 
ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΦέ 
 
The likely impact of budget cuts on heritage assets over the next five years 
 
4.62 tǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛƴ ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΩ ǘƛƳŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƴƻǘƛŎŜŀōƭŜ ƳŀǊƎƛƴ ƻŦ 
error, but the Comprehensive Spending Review fixes local authority budget targets 
through to 2014-15.  This has enabled local authorities to plan ahead and most had a 
good idea of the problems they would face by that time.  Asset Managers, Conservation 
Officers and Portfolio Holders were all asked about this. 
 

                                                        
14

 Green Balance, 2006, The Disposal of Heritage Assets by Public Bodies, National Trust, p. 9. 
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4.63 Seventy per cent of Asset Managers expected their maintenance budgets to be 
at risk in the next five years.  There was some preponderance of anticipated difficulty in 
unitary authorities and northern areas, with two thirds of district councils and four fifths 
of other authority types expecting problems and three quarters of northern authorities 
compared with two thirds of southern authorities.  Conservation Officers were much 
less well-placed to comment, as they did not have their own budgets and often did not 
have access to budget information.  Nonetheless, asked whether they thought that the 
authority would be able to maintain its heritage assets over the next five years, most 
were doubtful: 5 thought maintenance would or would probably be acceptable, 7 
considered there was some risk, 6 thought it would be difficult, and 2 thought it would 
not be maintained.  4 did not know. 
 
4.64 Eleven of the eighteen Portfolio Holders thought the spending position would get 
ǿƻǊǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΣ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ōȅ ŜŀŎƘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ 
priorities.  The division was similar to that between Portfolio Holders regarding the 
effect of cutbacks already (paragraph 4.55), except that some of the financially slightly 
weaker authorities would not be able to defend their heritage assets so well against 
future grant reductions to the extent they had so far.  Portfolio Holders in Hull, 
Hartlepool and Sunderland, amongst those already affected by cutbacks, expected 
particularly severe problems by 2014-15. 
 
4.65 These responses suggest that councillors are somewhat more optimistic than 
their officers about the likely effect of cutbacks on the budgets they will have available 
for maintaining their heritage assets by 2014-15 (albeit on a small sample of councillors). 
Unitary authorities are expected to be the worst affected authority type, especially in 
northern England. 
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5. The disposal of heritage assets by local authorities 
 
Assets disposed of in the last five years 
 

5.1 Just over half the Asset Managers completing the research survey indicated that 
they had sold or leased heritage assets within the last five years.  The pattern of 
transfers was evenly distributed between the north and south of England.  Almost all 
county, London and unitary authorities had disposed of heritage assets, but only a third 
of district councils had done so.  The returns showed that even large urban authorities 
were usually transferring less than one heritage property annually.  Figures for the last 
five years from these major authorities were: 
No transfers Barking & Dagenham LBC, Cambridge City, Middlesbrough 
One transfer Manchester City, Trafford MDC, Wandsworth LBC 
Two transfers Hillingdon LBC, Hull City, Lewisham LBC, Wolverhampton City 
Three transfers Plymouth City 
Four transfers Doncaster MDC, Newcastle-upon-Tyne City 
Five transfers Bristol City 
 

Disposals in the last five years by heritage asset type
Houses 7 
Libraries 6 
Schools 5 
Offices 5 
Town Halls 3 
Shop 2 
Lido 1 
Tram shelter 1 
Rifle Hall 1 
Mill (part) 1 
Burial ground 1 
Park Lodge 1 
Theatre 1 
Drill Hall 1 

Fire station 1 
Public toilet 1 
Public open space 1 
Arts centre 1 
Guildhall (Devonport) 1 
Barn 1 
Reservoir/park 1 
Cemetery Chapel 1 
Museum 1 
Farm (buildings and land) 1 
Swimming pool (indoor) 1 
Registry office 1 
Care home 1 
Clock tower 1

 
5.2 The returns from Asset Managers also provided detail in many cases on the types 
of heritage asset subject to closure, disposal, management transfer and demolition.  The 
primary finding is that there was a very wide range of asset types affected, with no more 
than seven properties of any one type.  The asset types and numbers for disposals are 
set out above.  No disposals of recognised archaeological sites or of parks or gardens 
were recorded (other than one cemetery which was first temporarily acquired to save it: 
see case study 28). 
 
Assets to be disposed of in the next years 
 
5.3 Looking ahead to the next five years, slightly under half the Asset Managers 
expected to sell or lease heritage assets, though one fifth of authorities did not know if 
this would happen.  Some authorities had specific properties in mind, but most were 
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less clear.  The same number of northern local authorities expected to make transfers in 
the next five years as they had in the last five.  A slightly smaller number of local 
authorities in southern England expected to do that.  The proportion of district and 
county councils expecting to make transfers in the next five years was barely changed 
from the previous five years, but the commitment to this from London and unitary 
authorities declined slightly.  If this is representative, the implication is that there will 
probably not be a significant increase above the already limited scale of heritage asset 
transfers.  This finding should be treated with caution because the evidence suggests 
that many asset managers are unfamiliar with the heritage assets they own and that 
asset management plans are often missing or give inadequate attention to heritage 
property (see paragraphs 4.10 and 4.25).  Furthermore, circumstances could easily 
change. 
 
5.4 A principal finding from this investigation is therefore that on the basis of the 
local authority evidence supplied the scale of heritage asset transfers from local 
authorities is modest and not expected to rise over the next five years.  However, this 
was not the expectation of the national amenity societies consulted ό{!±9 .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ 
Heritage, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and the Victorian Society).  
They expected a new wave of disposals by local authorities to result from policy changes 
affecting police stations (as these services moved into retail areas) and heritage fire 
stations.  Swimming pools, ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƳŜƴΩǎ Ŏƭǳōǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛŎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘȅǇŜǎ were 
also expected to be vacated by local authorities in greater numbers.  The absence of a 
statutory requirement on local authorities to provide facilities was a factor in these 
cases (in contrast to libraries).  Locality and the Asset Transfer Unit also reported that 
there had been a dramatic increase during 2011 in the rate at which local authorities 
offered property for transfer (some of it heritage property), adding that museums could 
be the next major category of heritage asset to be presented for transfer to the third 
sector. 
 
Motives for disposal 
 
5.5 tƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ 
the disposal or retention of heritage assets and the circumstances in which transfers 
arose.  Almost all reported that their authorities expected generally to retain heritage 
property, though there were varying degrees of support for consideration of transfers 
on a case by case basis or if this was best for the heritage interest in the property.  In all 
authorities any transfers would be subject to safeguards to protect the heritage interest 
in future, portfolio holders suggested (though other evidence indicated that 
safeguarding fell short of this practice).  Hull was committed to a Government pilot on 
the rationalisation of premises and this would involve properties becoming surplus, 
though it was not clear that this would necessarily lead to transfers due to lack of 
buyers.  The Northumberland and Sunderland Portfolio Holders were the only ones 
interviewed who stated that their authorities were actively trying to dispose of property, 
but sometimes encountered few takers. 
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5.6 No enthusiasm was identified to transfer heritage assets as a priority above non-
heritage assets.  Heritage assets most likely to be considered as suitable for transfer 
were those surplus properties that were not part of the civic realm of the authority and 
whose heritage interest could just as readily be sustained by another ς typically private 
ς owner as by the authority itself.  Major local heritage properties provided a widely 
shared sense of civic pride and underpinned a commitment to the sense of locality, 
expressed as a basis for wishing to limit heritage asset transfers.  There were financial 
pressures to sell heritage property on the open market when it became surplus, 
especially on authorities in weaker market areas, but even then there was recognition 
that this would be moderated by the need to ensure the future security of the heritage 
interest.  Only one authority, Swale BC, had embraced the localism agenda with any 
vigour, identifying properties suitable for transfer to local communities (one of which 
was a heritage asset), but that did not mean there were willing takers.  Local interest 
had been expressed in four other authorities, who in turn were supportive in principle.  
Many portfolio holders saw potential in localism but reported that it was little 
understood and in its early days: there was little public pressure to transfer assets, least 
of all heritage assets.  Some made clear that transferring heritage assets by this route 
would not be a priority.  Portfolio holders often made clear their sensitivity to local 
opinion: if there was pressure to retain a building rather than sell it, this would probably 
be respected.  A small number indicated that their authorities generally had a strong 
desire not to sell heritage properties or at least not let them leave the public sector, 
confirming findings of research into Buildings At Risk in London15.  However, authorities 
in economically weak areas, which did not have the money to maintain surplus 
properties, would sometimes encourage disposal as the best solution in the heritage 
interest, notably Sunderland City Council. 
 
5.7 Once a decision had been taken to dispose of a heritage asset as a matter of 
principle, both Portfolio Holders and Conservation Officers were quick to point out that 
solutions had to be consistent with the heritage interest.  Some authorities emphasised 
at officer or member level that they would expect to find the best heritage solution 
(rather than the most remunerative or the maximum revenue consistent with heritage), 
taking into account the heritage and regeneration benefits.  These included authorities 
in Manchester, Gloucester, Bristol, Wolverhampton, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Doncaster, 
[ƛƴŎƻƭƴǎƘƛǊŜΣ {ǿŀƭŜ ŀƴŘ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ ϧ ²Ŝǎǘ bƻǊŦƻƭƪΦ  As a result, each of these 
authorities had sold properties for less than market price (or in the cases of Manchester 
or Lincolnshire would do so) where this was the best all-round solution (see 90 London 
Road, YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ case study 7). 
  
5.8 Conservation Officers added detail to this picture.  Some of them were convinced 
that Asset Managers wished to dispose of heritage assets with much more relish than 
Portfolio Holders had indicated.  These authorities tended unsurprisingly to be where 
Asset Managers were perceived by Conservation Officers to hold building conservation 
in low regard, contributing to poor communications within these authorities.  Other 
/ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭƻǎǎ-making 

                                                        
15 Lucy Haile, 2009, Buildings At Risk in Local Authority Ownership, MSc Dissertation, Oxford Brookes and 
Oxford Universities, s6.2.2 
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or problematic buildings, but equally noted that a lack of alternative or economic uses 
made disposal difficult.  Furthermore, the heritage stock on offer was sometimes 
unsuitable for sale into the private sector, so any transfer would depend on the capacity 
of the third sector. 
 

Case Study 7Υ фл [ƻƴŘƻƴ wƻŀŘΣ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ 
 

Good practice: Sale of heritage asset at low cost for renovation 
 

YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ ϧ ²Ŝǎǘ bƻǊŦƻƭƪ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻǿƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ DǊŀŘŜ LL ƭƛǎǘŜŘ фл [ƻƴŘƻƴ wƻŀŘΣ ŀ 
wŜƎŜƴŎȅ ǘƻǿƴƘƻǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎΦмунрΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǊƻŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ όǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōƭǳŜ ŘƻƻǊ 
in the photo).  This had been leased ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ōǳǘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǾŀŎŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ 
ǇƻƻǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ όŀƴŘ ƻƴ bƻǊŦƻƭƪ /ƻǳƴǘȅ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ !ǘ wƛǎƪ ǊŜƎƛǎǘŜǊύΦ 
 
¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƭŘ ǘƻ ƛƴ нлмл YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ ŦƻǊ ϻм ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜŘ 

restoration costs of at least £280,000 to 
create a single residence.  The costs 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊǳǎǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ 
resources.  Even if the building could 
have been sold for a greater sum ς the 
market was not explored ς Councillors 
wanted the reliability of restoration by 
this established local Trust to secure the 
ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΩǎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ 
expectation by all parties was that the 
restored building would be sold on into 
the market.  A condition was imposed on 
the sale so that the Council could claw 
back some of the profits if the Trust 

subsequently sold the property for more than the restoration cost. 
 
фл [ƻƴŘƻƴ wƻŀŘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻ 
in a poor condition.  An added incentive for the disposal and restoration was that the Planning 
Department wanted to take enforcement action against other breaches of heritage controls 
nearby, and needed to put its own house in order first.  The low cost sale helped to ensure that 
restoration would take place at this heritage property, with the likelihood that there would in 
due course be a profit to the public purse. 
 

Sources: 
YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ ϧ ²Ŝǎǘ bƻǊŦƻƭƪ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΥ aŀǊƪ CǳƭƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ tŀƳ [ȅƴƴ όǇŜǊǎΦ ŎƻƳƳΦύ 
YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ¢ǊǳǎǘΥ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ 

 
5.9 The involvement of in-house specialists in the disposal process was generally 
found to be modest.  Only six authorities involved their heritage specialists in the 
decisions in principle on whether or not to transfer a heritage asset (Hartlepool, 
Gloucester City, Lincolnshire, Newcastle-upon-Tyne City, Great Yarmouth and Swale).  In 
just the first three of those authorities has a property then been retained rather than 
sold ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǇǳǘ.  After the decision to proceed with a 
transfer, Conservation Officers were involved in discussions about protecting the 
heritage interest in most authorities, either with the Property Department prior to 
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marketing or with prospective purchasers (or both).  Such advice was not necessary in 
YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ ϧ ²Ŝǎǘ bƻǊŦolk, which unusually has its own Conservation Officer in the 
Property Department (see case study 18).  In the four remaining authorities where the 
Conservation Officer was not involved in giving such advice, the Asset Managers 
indicated that they did impose safeguards on transfers in two cases, but this still appears 
to leave authorities such as Bath & NE Somerset and North Hertfordshire bereft of in-
house conservation advice at this critical stage. 
 
Safeguards in heritage asset disposal 
 
5.10 Asset Managers were asked about the safeguards they had imposed on heritage 
asset transfers.  Of the 58 responding authorities, 31 had sold or leased heritage 
property in the last five years.  Of those, 22 provided further information on their use of 
safeguards, with five indicating that they had not imposed any safeguards on their 
transfers.  Of the remaining 17, the Asset Managers advised that the following options 
had been used (whether on different properties or more than one at the same 
property): 
(a) Restrictive covenants 14 
(b) Conditions re future repairs 10 
(c) Conservation Management Plan 2 
(d) Dowry for ongoing maintenance 4 
(e) Grant for maintenance 1 
(f) Buy-back clause in the event of default on a safeguard 3 
(g) A requirement to carry out a specific schedule of repairs/restorations 6 
(h) Other safeguard (specify) 3 
¢ƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘǎ ǿŜǊŜΥ ŀ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘΤ ŀ 
condition not to alter or demolish a property without consent; and a restriction on 
future disposal. 
 
5.11 InteǊǾƛŜǿǎ ǿƛǘƘ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀǎǎŜǘ 
transfers in more detail.  This confirmed that safeguards were used, notably by the most 
heritage aware-authorities with (relatively) larger numbers of transfers in the last five 
years: DǊŜŀǘ ¸ŀǊƳƻǳǘƘ όпύΣ YƛƴƎΩǎ [ȅƴƴ ϧ ²Ŝǎǘ bƻǊŦƻƭƪ όоύΣ .Ǌƛǎǘƻƭ όпύ, Newcastle-upon-
Tyne (4) and Gloucester (3).  High Peak added that it might consider ongoing 
maintenance support to properties it leased-out.  Sunderland reported that it prepared 
a Conservation Management Plan to accompany heritage properties for disposal (see 
case study 8), joining Lincolnshire which has prepared them for all its properties.  Some 
authorities also reported using development briefs: these are documents explaining the 
planning context of the property and its setting, and indicating the kinds of adaptation 
and associated development that would or would not be acceptable. 
 
5.12 Five authorities which had made transfers had not placed safeguards on them.  
In one instance the Conservation Officer advised that no safeguard was necessary.  
However, another authority was resistant to safeguards on the basis that this would act 
as a disincentive to prospective purchasers.  There was some suggestion that the 
incidence of safeguards had been overstated by a few Asset Managers.  This was a topic 
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where many Conservation Officers said they would welcome best practice advice from 
English Heritage.  hƴŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ΨōŀŘƎŜŘΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ wƻȅŀƭ 
Institution of Chartered Surveyors, so that it would be more likely to influence the 
property managers, chief officers and councillors who make the key decisions on 
disposals. 
 

Case Study 8: Former orphanage, Sunderland 
 

Good practice: Conservation Statement to guide new use 
 

Sunderland City Council markets heritage assets with a Conservation Statement attached so that 
prospective developers and new owners understand the significance which the Council attaches 
to the building.  Suitably experienced professionals are commissioned to record buildings and 
the Conservation Statement is then prepared. 
 

The former Sunderland Orphanage 
was built on the Old Town Moor in 
1858 in an Italianate style and is listed 
Grade II.  It became the East End 
Community Centre but has been 
vacant since 2004 and become 
dilapidated.  The property is a liability 
to the Council because of its security 
costs.  An earlier Conservation 
Statement and a feasibility study were 
further worked up into a development 

ōǊƛŜŦ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ !Řǳƭǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ǎǳƛǘŀble for an adult special needs facility.  
The brief therefore contained information and guidance on both the conservation needs of the 
building and the specialist needs of the intended occupants (dementia patients).  Marketing of 
the brief was targeted at suitable developers active in that field to secure expressions of 
interest.  Provision was made both for adapting the building and new building in the grounds to 
the rear which would assist in the whole scheme becoming reasonably viable. 
 
Although the response to the marketing was weak, it did result in a suitable scheme coming 
forward from a not-for-profit agency.  Design work has progressed to applications for planning 
permission and listed building consent with a view to commencing work on site in mid-2012.  
The Council is offering further assistance by a grant ring-fenced to the property through a 
Townscape Heritage Initiative scheme operating in the area, to try to make this an economically 
viable package. 
 

Source: 
Sunderland City Council: Mike Lowe, Principal Conservation Officer, pers. comm. 
Sunderland East Community Centre, Listed Building description, English Heritage. 

 
5.13 Conservation Officers were also asked whether asset transfers had achieved the 
intended results in heritage terms.  In most cases they had.  The problems that had 
arisen were from many years ago, such as a swimming pool which had been transferred 
to a Housing Association but listed immediately afterwards and a mill-ƻǿƴŜǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ 
which been sold for use as a medical centre but then refused permission for that use by 
the authority.  Local authorities were clearly not keen to expose examples which had 
gone wrong.  A small number of cautionary tales were identified, such as the case of a 
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Rectory which had been sold at auction by a City Council to a purchaser who was not 
sympathetic to heritage and did not have appropriate advisers.  The Council later served 
an Urgent Works Notice, which led to the new owner employing specialist advisers.  This 
problem arose notwithstanding the authoritȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ an advice note on the 
property to accompany the sale.  In a London Borough case, a new owner stripped out 
the interior of the building, notwithstanding a condition of the disposal that a detailed 
planning permission must be complied with. 
 
Management of heritage assets in partnership 
 
5.14 Rather than pursue the full transfer of a property, local authorities may opt for 
economic or heritage reasons to enter into a partnership with another provider, usually 
a third sector organisation, to split the responsibility for managing a heritage site.  This 
can typically allow a local organisation voluntarily to manage a site and open it to the  
 

Case Study 9: Chart Gunpowder Mills, Swale 
 

Good practice: Transfer of management of retained heritage asset 
 

Chart Gunpowder Mills are the best surviving part of the Faversham Home Works group of 
gunpowder mills established around 1560, with alterations and redevelopment in the 18th, 19th 
and 20th centuries.  Chart Mills survive as a standing building with intact milling machinery (see 
photo), associated structures and buried remains.  Each pair of water-powered mills on the 
Home Works was driven by a centrally placed waterwheel.  Chart Mills, dating in its present 
form from c.1760, is probably the oldest gunpowder mill in the world and a Scheduled Ancient 
Monument.  It was a wreck when it was rescued from the jaws of the bulldozer by the 
Faversham Society in 1966 and restored.  The Society gave it to the former Faversham Borough 
Council, primarily to avoid the insurance costs, and Swale Borough Council inherited it on local 
government reorganisation in 1974.  The Mill now contains a small museum on gunpowder 
manufacture. 
 

The Faversham Society continues to 
manage it, open it to the public and 
undertake basic maintenance of the 
fabric.  Any larger repairs are undertaken 
by the Borough Council.  This partnership 
arrangement has worked well for 
decades.  The Faversham Society has 
about 900 members who provide a huge 
and active volunteer force, enabling the 
Society to manage and open to the public 
a range of buildings in the town.  
 

Sources: 
English Heritage: Scheduled Ancient Monument list description 
Faversham Society: Arthur Percival (pers. comm.) 
Swale Borough Council: Peter Bell (pers. comm.) 
 

Other examples of management of local authority heritage by others in partnership: 
Swale BC: Oare Gunpowder Works (with Groundwork Trust) 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne CC: North Gosford Chapel (with Gosford Parish Council) 
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public, while the authority retains responsibility for major renovations and external 
maintenance and for insurance.  One quarter of Asset Managers reported that they had 
transferred the management or maintenance of heritage assets, but very few examples 
of this kind of partnership were reported by Conservation Officers.  An impressive 
partnership, which has been in operation successfully for some decades, was identified 
with a heritage asset that is a speciality of Faversham, Kent (see Chart Gunpowder Mills 
case study 9). 
 
5.15 This kind of partnership solution can only work if the body concerned has the 
necessary resources, skills and (if needed) the professional back-up to deal with 
emergencies.  A notable example of such an arrangement is proposed by Newcastle-
upon-Tyne City Council, which has recently established a new management 
arrangement for ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ /ŀǎǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ DŀǊǘƘΦ  This is an innovative project involving the  
 

Case Study 10: Stockwell War Memorial and Gardens 
 

Good practice: Partnership with local Friends group 
 

Stockwell War Memorial, designed in 1920, is a 13 
metre high clock tower in a neo-Grecian style built 
in Portland stone.  It is listed Grade II and set 
within the Stockwell Memorial Gardens on a 
prominent island site beside a major road.  Local 
residents have drawn the value of this resource to 
[ŀƳōŜǘƘ [ƻƴŘƻƴ .ƻǊƻǳƎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 
in 2011 formed the Friends of Stockwell War 
Memorial and Gardens to work in partnership 
with the Council.  A Project Manager (working for 
Lambeth Borough Council) has appointed a 
landscape architect to devise a project to improve 
the environment of the Gardens and War 
Memorial.  Funding is coming partly from a section 
106 agreement (see also Case Study 22), 
supported by membership fees and fund raising 
anticipated by the Friends and possibly by a grant 
from the War Memorials Trust. 
 
The Friends expect that greater local involvement 

in decisions affecting the monument will benefit the community, and their point of view on the 
relative importance of various elements with the Memorial Gardens will be taken into account.  
Lambeth Council will fulfil its commitment to local consultation and co-operation, responding to 
community wishes.  The War Memorial itself will have guardians and advocates it previously 
lacked. 
 

Sources: 
Stockwell War Memorial: Listed Building description, English Heritage 
Friends of Stockwell War Memorial and Gardens: Naomi Klein (pers. comm.) 
 

Other example of local partnerships to protect war memorials: 
Friends of Spa Gardens, Ripon, Harrogate Borough Council 
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ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴŜǿ ΨƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎǘƭŜ 
and Garth in perpetuity.  The company involves a partnership between the City Council, 
the Society of Antiquaries of Newcastle and Newcastle Cathedral.  The new 
management arrangements are linked to a £1.5 m project, involving the refurbishment 
of the Black Gate (5-storey gatehouse) which has attracted a substantial Heritage 
Lottery Fund grant.   
 
5.16 Partnerships can also be effective as a means of securing environmental 
improvements to a heritage asset, local fundraising on its behalf, and community 
support for neglected features, all at very little cost to the local authority.  The property 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǎǉǳŀǊŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦŜŜƭǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ 
responsible for looking after its best interests on a day-to-day basis.  For example, 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne City Council is working in a partnership programme with the War 
Memorials Trust whereby local conservation bodies provide for the care, maintenance 
ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅΩǎ ǿŀǊ Ƴemorials.  Case study 10 of Stockwell War Memorial and 
Gardens in Lambeth shows how partnerships can emerge with local authorities to the 
benefit of both parties and the heritage asset. 
 
The recipients of local authority heritage assets 
 
5.17 This research Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŜŘ ōȅ [ƻŎŀƭƛǘȅΩǎ !ǎǎŜǘ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ¦ƴƛǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ 
provided access to their database giving an overview of interest expressed in acquiring 
public sector assets.  The Asset Transfer Unit responds to requests for assistance 
through its Information, Advice and Referral Service.  Requests are logged and 
categorised, including by type of public authority.  The Asset Transfer Unit has provided 
this research with summary data during the period August 2008 - November 2011 on 
the numbers and types of heritage asset about which enquiries have been made 
specifically of local authority assets, and the type of organisation making them.  This 
shows that there were 129 enquiries, dominated by 99 from third sector organisations 
and a further 18 from local authorities.  This suggests that there is local interest at an 
average of 40 enquiries annually in acquiring local authority heritage property, even if 
that does not always lead to tangible results. 
 
5.18 The categories of heritage asset in which interest has been expressed to the 
Asset Transfer Unit are very wide.  Assembled into broad groups, these comprised 90 
public buildings, 14 recreational and outdoor venues, 13 residential properties of 
various types, 4 transport facilities and 8 other property types.  The Information, Advice 
and Referral Service figures strongly emphasise interest in town halls and community 
buildings (40), followed by schools and libraries (20).  There were apparently no 
enquiries about archaeological sites, which mirrors the experience of the current 
research. 
 
5.19 Conservation Officers were asked about the recipients in more detail.  In buoyant 
market areas transfers were mainly to the private sector.  There had also been transfers 
to Building Preservation Trusts (BPTs) in seven authorities; additionally, Great Yarmouth 
ƘŀŘ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ŀǊƳΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ .t¢ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 
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create the capacity for larger scale properties to be rescued as a central plank of its 
heritage-led regeneration programme (Great Yarmouth Preservation Trust case study 
11).  Waveney, across the Oare estuary from Great Yarmouth, was setting up a BPT 
jointly with Suffolk Coastal DC, in which one of its more problematic heritage properties 
might be vested.  Wolverhampton had also established its own BPT, though funding had 
now largely been withdrawn from it.  Four authorities each had passed properties to  
 

Case Study 11: Great Yarmouth Preservation Trust 
 

Good practice: Local authority-controlled building preservation trust 
 

The Great YarmoutƘ tǊŜǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǊƳΩǎ-length body controlled by Great Yarmouth 
.ƻǊƻǳƎƘ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƴƛƴŜ .ƻŀǊŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΦ  ¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ 
Conservation Officer is also the project director of the Trust and spends a proportion of his 
working hours with the Trust.  Established in 1979, the Trust is the only building preservation 
trust in the area which has the capacity to take on the management of major heritage 
properties. 
 
¢ƘŜ ¢Ǌǳǎǘ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǘǳǘŜ ŀpproach to heritage building conservation 
and heritage-led regeneration.  The Trust has more managerial flexibility than the Council and 
Ŏŀƴ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘΦ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ 
external funding.  Current proposals include expanding the role of the Trust to take on the 
functions and staff of the Conservation team who would then sell their services back to the 
Council, and to enable the staff to sell their services to other local authorities and preservation 
trusts. 
 
Great Yarmouth is a poor authority in a deprived area, but has been spectacularly successful in 
pulling in grants to support the regeneration of its large number of significant heritage 
properties (see Case Study 1).  Many buildings have been passed to the Trust by the Council 
once renewal work has been completed.  Business 
plans devised by the Borough Council to find heritage-
led commercially-workable new uses for these 
properties are central to the process, and this 
expertise is available to the Trust to manage the 
properties afterwards. 
 
The Time and Tide Museum, Great Yarmouth, is one of 
many acquired this way (see photo): built in the 1850s 
as a herring curing works it closed in 1988, was 
acquired by Great Yarmouth Borough Council in 1998, 
and with £4.7m of grants was converted to a museum 
which opened in 2004.  The museum was a finalist in 
both the Gulbenkian Museum of the Year award in 
2005 and Council of Europe Museum of the Year 
award in 2006.  Potential future transfers to the Trust 
include the well-preserved Town Wall and the very 
large Grade II* Winter Gardens (awaiting recovery 
from a dangerous condition). 
 

Source: 
Great Yarmouth Borough Council: Darren Barker (pers. comm.) 


