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Summary – This report concerns proposals for a development of 26 dwellings at 
Abbey Farm Barns in Thetford.  It is recommended that planning permission and 
listed building consent are granted. 
 
 
1.   INTRODUCTION 
This report concerns applications for planning permission and listed building consent 
for residential development of 26 dwellings at Abbey Farm Barns.  The development 
proposed would include 15 new-build dwellings, and a further 11 residential units 
created by converting existing buildings.  The land around the buildings would be laid 
out to provide parking and landscaped amenity areas.  Vehicular access to the 
development is proposed via two existing entrances off Monksgate.  The application 
is supported by a number of technical reports, including a Design & Access 
Statement, a Structural Survey, an Archaeological Evaluation and a Protected 
Species Report.   
 
The application site is located within an established residential area to the north of 
Thetford town centre.  It comprises a rectangular parcel of land extending to 0.9 
hectare.   The site includes a range of former farm buildings, which enclose a central 
courtyard.  Two of the buildings are Grade 1 listed buildings.  The southern half of the 
site is a Scheduled Ancient Monument.  The site is currently unused, and was last 
used as a depot when owned by the Council.   
 
Planning permission and listed building consent were granted for an identical scheme 
in February and April 2008.  These permissions are the subject to judicial review 
proceedings, and as a result of this, these permissions will be quashed and remitted 
back to the Council. 
 
The applications have been screened to determine whether Environmental Impact 
Assessment is required (see Appendix 1). 
 
2.  KEY DECISION 
This is not a key decision.   
 
3.  COUNCIL PRIORITIES 
The following Council priorities are relevant to this report: 

• A safe and healthy environment 
• A well planned place to live and work 

 



4.  CONSULTATIONS 
Representations received from Thetford Town Council and various national and local 
heritage bodies are set out in full in Appendix 2 of this report.  Members should 
consider all these representations very carefully and in particular, on the question of 
alternative uses which is discussed in the Assessment below.  
 
Thetford Town Council has objected in principle to residential development, 
indicating that it would wish to see the site used for a public/community purpose.   
 
The Highway Authority has raised no objection to the application subject to details of 
the access and parking areas being agreed.  Financial contributions are sought 
towards public transport improvements (£10,000) and walking/cycling initiatives 
(£7,000).   
 
English Heritage has indicated that it would not wish to oppose the granting of 
permission for the proposed residential development, taking into account the need to 
find an appropriate re-use to secure the future conservation and protection of the 
site. English Heritage notes that the current proposals have been drawn up following 
extensive discussion, and that the scheme would respect the courtyard form of the 
former farm complex and safeguard important historic fabric.  On the issue of 
alternative uses, English Heritage has confirmed that earlier proposals for a visitor 
centre linked to the adjacent Priory were explored fully but found not to be feasible.  
In response to renewed local interest in an alternative heritage use for the site, 
English Heritage suggests that the substance of any such proposals should be 
considered by the Council.   
 
Norfolk Landscape Archaeology has raised no objection subject to a programme of 
archaeological monitoring and investigation work being secured by condition.    
 
The Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings has objected to the applications, 
stating that the conversion of the listed buildings to residential would be 
inappropriate.  It is also suggested that the new-build development would harm the 
setting of the former Abbey Gatehouse.  It is recommended that alternatives to 
residential re-use be sought. 
 
The Ancient Monuments Society has objected to the proposals on the grounds that 
they would damage the character and setting of this complex of buildings.  It is 
suggested that alternative uses should be considered in order to better protect the 
historic asset and also provide greater public access. 
 
The Council for British Archaeology has objected to the applications on the grounds 
that residential use would be damaging to the historic interest and character of the 
site.  It is recommended that alternative uses are investigated.  
 
No comments have been received from the Georgian Group, the Victorian Society or 
the Twentieth Century Society. 
 
The Council for the Protection of Rural England has objected to the application, 
arguing that priority should be given to the protection of the town’s heritage and the 
promotion of tourism.  
 
Norfolk Historic Buildings Trust has objected to the applications on the grounds that 
the scale of new development would diminish the historic value of the site to such an 
extent that no meaningful restoration of the listed barns would be possible.   
 



The Thetford Society has objected to the proposed residential use of the site on the 
grounds that it would harm the character and setting of the existing listed buildings.   
It is suggested that alternative uses should be investigated with a view to exploiting 
the tourism potential of the site and enable greater public access. 
 
The Environment Agency has raised no objection, subject to conditions relating to 
site investigation and drainage. 
 
Natural England has raised no objection to the applications. 
 
Norfolk Police have raised no objection to the proposals, but have offered comments 
on security matters. 
 
The Council’s Historic Buildings Officer supports the proposed developments.  He 
notes that the listed buildings have been on the register of buildings at risk for some 
time, and that considerable work has been undertaken over recent years to secure 
the repair and appropriate re-use of the buildings, culminating in the current 
residential scheme. 
 
The Council’s Tree & Countryside Officer has raised no objection to the proposals, 
subject to the mitigation measures outlined in the submitted ecological report being 
implemented.  
 
The Council’s Planning Policy Officer (Growth Point) whilst raising no objection in 
principle to the applications, has referred to a number of policy requirements relating 
to affordable housing, renewable energy and green space.  Reference is made to 
feedback on the Thetford Area Action Plan Issues and Options consultation which 
showed that a majority of respondents (60%) were against development on this site. 
 
The proposed development has generated a good deal of local interest.  Letters of 
objection have been received from local residents raising concerns about the effect 
of the development on the historic interest of the site, the character of the 
surrounding area, increased traffic and the scale of the development.  It is suggested 
by many that the site be used for public or community purposes.  At the time of 
writing, approximately 150 representations had been received. 
 
5.  POLICY 
At a national level, policies set out in PPS 3 Housing, PPG 15 Planning and the 
Historic Environment and PPG 13 Transport are particularly relevant   An extract 
from PPG15 is set out in Appendix 3 of this report. 
 
Relevant ‘saved’ Local Plan policies include Policies HOU.2 and TRA.5, which deal 
respectively with housing in towns and traffic issues.  Emerging LDF policies can also 
be given some weight, notably Policy DC 18 of the proposed Submission Core 
Strategy & Development Control Policies document which deals with the historic 
environment.   Policy TH1 of the draft Thetford Area Action Plan requires new 
development to protect the historic environment of the town and to promote healthy 
lifestyles (little weight can be given to this draft policy at the present time).    
 
6.  ASSESSMENT 
The principal issues raised by the application concern: i) the effect of the proposals 
on the architectural and historic interest of the site, ii) alternative uses, iii) the impact 
of the development on the immediate locality particularly in relation to traffic and 
residential amenity, and iv) other planning policy matters. 
 



Heritage impact 
The site of Abbey Farm Barns is of considerable historic and archaeological interest.   
The land falls within the precinct of a medieval Cluniac priory, the ruined remains of 
which are located a short distance to the south-east.  The former priory gatehouse 
lies immediately to the east of the site.  The southern half of the site is designated as 
a Scheduled Ancient Monument.  Two buildings within the application site, Abbey 
Farm Cottages and Abbey Farm Barn, incorporate significant remains of medieval 
structures (a thirteenth century aisled hall and fifteenth century timber framed barn 
respectively), and both are Grade 1 listed.  These buildings were clad with brick and 
flint walls in the nineteenth century when the site was developed as a manor farm.  
Both listed buildings are included within English Heritage’s Register of Buildings at 
Risk.  
 
Section 66 of the Listed Buildings Act 1990 imposes a duty on local authorities, when 
considering whether to grant planning permission for development which affects a 
listed building or its setting, to ‘have special regard to the desirability of preserving 
the building or its setting or any features of special architectural or historic interest’.  
In addition, when considering development proposals within designated conservation 
areas, Section 72 of the Act requires special attention to be paid to ‘the desirability of 
preserving or enhancing the character or appearance of that area’. 
 
The conversion schemes proposed for both the listed and unlisted barns and for the 
listed cottage building have been subject to prolonged discussions between the 
applicant, English Heritage and Council officers.  The proposed conversions seek to 
minimise the impact of the development on the historic fabric of the buildings, whilst 
creating usable residential units.  Original features would be repaired and retained, 
and where necessary reinstated, using appropriate conservation methods.  The 
introduction of new door and window openings has been avoided wherever possible, 
thus maintaining the agricultural and inward looking character of the buildings.  
Internal alterations have also been handled carefully.  Overall, it is considered that 
the conversion schemes have been sensitively designed, and would conserve the 
special interest of these buildings, in line with guidance set out in PPG 15.  Relevant 
extracts from PPG 15 are set out in Appendix 3 of this Report for Members’ detailed 
consideration. 
 
An element of demolition is proposed to make way for the proposed new-build 
dwellings, including single storey buildings in the south-west and north-east corners 
of the main complex.   These buildings are subject to listed building controls by virtue 
of being located within the curtilage of the two listed buildings, but are not listed in 
their own right.  Whilst it is not necessary for an exceptional justification to be put 
forward in support of their demolition (as would be the case for any principal listed 
building), it is nonetheless important that the effect of demolition on the historic 
interest of the site is considered carefully.  This has been done, and it has been 
concluded that the buildings proposed for demolition are of little or no historic 
interest.  In large part, the structures to be demolished comprise open fronted sheds 
of relatively recent construction.  Where older structures are proposed for demolition, 
important features, such as courtyard and boundary walls, would be retained.  
Subject to being replaced with suitably designed new buildings in order to maintain 
the courtyard layout of the existing building complex, it is considered that the 
proposed demolition of curtilage buildings is acceptable and accords with the 
guidance set out in PPG 15.   
 
The design of the new-build dwellings is considered to be acceptable.  These units 
would generally follow the footprint of existing buildings and would maintain the 
courtyard form of the former farm complex.  The new buildings would be smaller in 



overall scale and height than the buildings proposed for conversion, allowing the 
historic buildings to remain as the dominant feature of the site.  Although no attempt 
has been made to replicate the appearance of the converted farm buildings, the 
design of the new dwellings does seek to reflect, in a contemporary manner, their 
simple and robust appearance and agricultural character.  Elevations would be 
constructed in a mixture of gault brickwork and timber boarding, with slate and metal 
clad roofs.   
 
In terms of site planning, comments made previously by English Heritage have been 
incorporated into the current scheme.  Boundary fencing originally proposed to create 
private gardens has been omitted in favour of open lawned areas and a landscaped 
central courtyard.  It is considered that this revision would help to maintain the open 
setting of the building complex and avoid any unnecessary subdivision of the 
courtyard.   The proposed layout of development would also minimise disturbance to 
the Scheduled Monument.  Archaeological investigations undertaken on the 
applicant’s behalf prior to the submission of the applications revealed no remains of 
any significance.   A further programme of monitoring work is proposed during 
construction (this would be secured by planning condition).  An application for 
Scheduled Monument Consent would need to be submitted to English Heritage to 
cover the proposed new development. 
 
Alternative uses  
It is a widely held view amongst those objecting to the proposed residential 
development that the historic interest of the site would be better served if it were to 
be developed for public or community use.  Particular attention is drawn to the 
possible re-use of the site in connection with the adjacent Priory remains and/or in 
connection with tourism activities generally in the town.  Careful consideration has 
been given to this issue. 
 
National policy, as set out in PPG 15 says that: 
 

“Generally the best way of securing the upkeep of historic buildings and areas is to 
keep them in active use.  For the great majority this must mean economically viable 
uses if they are to survive, and new, and even continuing, uses will often 
necessitate some degree of adaptation. The range and acceptability of possible 
uses must therefore usually be a major consideration when the future of listed 
buildings or buildings in conservation areas is in question. 
 
Judging the best use is one of the most important and sensitive assessments that 
local planning authorities and other bodies involved in conservation have to make. 
It requires balancing the economic viability of possible uses against the effect of 
any changes they entail in the special architectural and historic interest of the 
building or area in question. In principle the aim should be to identify the optimum 
viable use that is compatible with the fabric, interior, and setting of the historic 
building. This may not necessarily be the most profitable use if that would entail 
more destructive alterations than other viable uses. Where a particular compatible 
use is to be preferred but restoration for that use is unlikely to be economically 
viable, grant assistance from the authority, English Heritage or other sources may 
need to be considered.” 

 
Following the cessation of the use of the site as a local authority depot in the late 
1980s, a member working group was established in 1992 by the Council to consider 
the future of the site.  A range of alternative development proposals were 
subsequently explored, including housing, visitor centre, conference centre and 
economic developments.  In 1997 proposals from English Heritage to acquire the site 



for development as a visitor centre linked to the Priory were considered.  Following 
English Heritage’s decision not to pursue this proposal in 2000, further consideration 
was given to alternative commercial uses.  In 2001 the Council commissioned the 
preparation of a planning brief to support the sale of the land.  The site was sold to 
the applicant in 2002. 
 
Whilst considerable efforts have been made to secure a new use for the site since 
the cessation of the depot use, given the renewed local interest in alternative uses, 
national heritage bodies and local groups have again been approached by the 
Council, and asked to say whether they have, or are aware of, any new proposals for 
the site that have been developed beyond a conceptual stage.  At the time of writing, 
responses had been received from the Council for British Archaeology and the 
Ancient Monuments Society, both confirming that they had no knowledge of any firm 
proposals for the site, but were aware of interest shown by Thetford Town Council 
and the Norfolk Historic Buildings Trust.   
 
Thetford Town Council has responded by suggesting that the site could 
accommodate a variety of tourist and business activities including a visitor centre, 
offices, craft units, holiday accommodation, camp site and cycle hire business.  It 
envisages that such a development would be funded through grant monies and 
income from proposed business uses.  The Town Council has also asked that 
previous appraisals undertaken by other bodies should be re-visited and updated.  
Possible sources of funding identified include monies linked to Thetford’s status as a 
Growth Point and Healthy Town, the Heritage Lottery Fund and tourism grants.  
However, no information has been provided about the likelihood of funding being 
gained from these sources.  Against a background of strong competition for grant aid 
and general limitations on public spending, the project’s reliance on grant funding 
must leave its feasibility open to question.   
 
Further proposals have also recently been submitted by the Thetford Society.  These 
proposals are currently under review and further comment will be made verbally on 
this matter. 
 
Given the conclusion reached earlier that the proposed residential development 
would be compatible with the historic interest of the site, it is considered that it would 
be unreasonable to withhold permission for the proposed housing scheme on the 
basis that alternative public/community use proposals of uncertain viability might 
come forward in the future.  In the absence of any firm and viable alternative 
proposals for the site, it is considered that only limited weight can reasonably be 
given to alternative uses in the decision making process.   
 
Members are expressly referred to the representations that have been made to the 
Council by national heritage bodies and local groups (as contained in Appendix 2 to 
this Report) when they consider this central question of potential alternative uses that 
retain public accessibility and retain the application site as a public amenity. 
 
Impact on locality 
Local residents have raised concerns about the impact of the proposed development 
on traffic conditions on local roads.  Particular attention is drawn to existing problems 
of congestion and on-street parking, especially in Station Road.  However, it is 
considered the surrounding road network has sufficient capacity to cater for the traffic 
likely to be generated by the development (a view endorsed by the Highway 
Authority).  The proposed provision of 48 parking spaces is considered to be 
appropriate taking into account current standards and the accessible location of the 



site.  Whilst the concerns of local residents are noted, it is not considered that an 
objection on grounds of highway safety could be sustained in this instance.  
 
Particular attention has been paid to the impact of the proposed development on the 
amenities of adjacent residential properties.  Where existing buildings are located 
hard up against the western site boundary, no window openings are proposed in the 
elevations facing adjacent dwellings.  Instead, it is proposed to remove a section of 
roof to create internal courtyards to provide light to the new dwellings.  Elsewhere, 
the new buildings have been designed to minimise overlooking and overshadowing 
of neighbours.  It is not considered that the traffic and general activity levels would 
result in unacceptable disturbance to the locality.   
 
The submitted Protected Species Survey found that usage of the site by bats was 
very low, being confined to small numbers of bats feeding over the site and very 
occasional roosting by common species.  Mitigation of the impact of the development 
on wildlife is proposed by providing bat boxes, avoiding disturbance to any nesting 
birds and by the use of native landscaping. 
 
Policy issues 
It is considered that the development of the site for housing accords in general terms 
with relevant local and national planning policy.  The proposal would secure the 
development of a brownfield site within the built up area of the town, in a location 
which is well related to existing facilities and services.  The proposed residential use 
would be compatible with the general character of its surroundings.  Whilst the 
density of development proposed at 28 DPH falls just short of the PPS 3 indicative 
minimum of 30 DPH, this can be justified by the need to pay special attention to the 
character of the site. 
 
The scale of the proposed development is such that an element of affordable housing 
and financial contributions towards local services/facilities would normally be required 
under current policy.  However, the applicant has indicated that requirements of this 
sort would undermine the financial viability of the project.  It is suggested that 
development costs would be high because of the condition of existing buildings, the 
extent of conservation work required and the high specification of design/materials 
required.   Advice has been sought from the District Valuer who has indicated that 
the current market value of the completed development would exceed anticipated 
total project costs only marginally (by approximately 3%).   On this basis, and bearing 
in mind the advice contained in PPG 15 that planning requirements may need to be 
applied flexibly in order to secure the appropriate re-use of listed buildings, it is 
considered that in this instance contributions relating to affordable housing, open 
space and transport should be set aside. 
 
7. RECOMMENDATION 
It is recommended that planning permission and listed building consent be granted 
subject to conditions, including in relation to materials, schedule of works, window 
details, site levels, archaeology, boundary treatments, landscaping, access, parking, 
drainage, contamination, lighting, construction methods, wildlife mitigation and 
phasing.  



APPENDIX 1  
 
Environmental Impact Assessment Regulations  
Screening Opinion 



 
 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
REGULATIONS 1999 (AS AMENDED) 
 
SCREENING OPINION 
 
 
PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT 
(i)  Conversion of existing buildings into 11 dwellings, and 
(ii) Demolition of existing buildings and erection of 15 new dwellings. 
 
LOCATION 
Abbey Farm Barns, Monksgate, Thetford. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Applications for planning permission and listed building consent have been submitted 
to the Council for determination in relation to the above.  The applications have been 
considered against the provision of the Town & Country Planning (Environmental 
Impact Assessment) Regulations 1999.   
 
The proposed development is not listed within Schedule 1 of the Regulations (where 
EIA must be undertaken).   
 
The proposed development is considered to be Schedule 2 development (where a 
screening opinion is required to determine whether EIA is required) because: 

i. the development might be considered to fall within paragraph10b of Schedule 
2 as an ‘urban development project’, and  

ii. part of the site is within a ‘sensitive area’, 
 
The proposed development has been assessed to determine whether, for the 
purposes of the EIA Regulations, it would be likely to have significant effects on the 
environment by virtue of factors such as its nature, size or location, and taking into 
account the guidance set out in Schedule 3 of the EIA Regulations. 
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT  
The proposed development would create 26 new dwellings.  This would be achieved 
in part through the conversion of existing buildings, and in part by the demolition of 
existing buildings and construction of new houses.  The new build dwellings would be 
of 2 storeys.  The building footprint of the existing complex would remain largely 
unchanged.  No other developments are currently proposed on the site. The 
proposed use of the site for housing is consistent with the established residential 



character of the area.  The scale and density of the development would be generally 
compatible with the character of the surrounding area.   
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SITE & LOCATION 
The site is located within an established residential area to the north of Thetford town 
centre.  It comprises a rectangular parcel of land extending to 0.9 hectare.   The site 
is currently unused, and was last used as a depot when owned by the Council.  The 
site includes a range of former farm buildings, which enclose a central courtyard.  
Two of the buildings, Abbey Farm Cottages and Abbey Farm Barn, are Grade I listed.  
Both listed buildings incorporate significant remains of medieval structures (a 
thirteenth century aisled hall and fifteenth century timber framed barn respectively).  
The buildings were clad with brick and flint walls in the nineteenth century when the 
site was developed as a ‘manor farm’.  Much of the land around the existing buildings 
is covered by concrete hardstandings.  Due to its past uses the site is potentially 
contaminated land.   
 
The southern part of the site is a scheduled monument within the meaning of the 
Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979.  For the purposes of the 
EIA Regulations this part of the site is classified as a ‘sensitive area’.  Outside the 
footprint of existing buildings, development within the scheduled monument would be 
limited the construction of new access road and parking areas, and the erection of 
small garage/storage buildings.   
 
CHARACTERISTICS OF POTENTIAL IMPACTS 
The potential environmental impacts of the proposed development are outlined 
below: 
• Residential amenity – the amenities of local residents could potentially be affected 

as a result of construction work, overlooking, visual impact and noise and 
disturbance.  It is considered that the design and layout of the development is 
such that these effects would not be significant. 

• Traffic – vehicular traffic generated by the proposal would pass through 
neighbouring residential areas – potential effects could include additional noise 
and congestion.  It is not considered that the proposed development would result 
in a noticeable impact on local traffic conditions. 

• Visual impact - the proposed restoration of existing buildings and proposed new 
dwellings will affect to some extent the appearance of the site and surrounding 
area.  The site is visible from a number of public viewpoints on Monksgate and 
from private land immediately adjacent to the site.  Wider views are more limited.  
The effects of the proposed development will be relatively minor in nature and 
confined to the area immediately surrounding the site.  The overall form of the 
existing building complex would remain largely unchanged.  Given the semi-
derelict condition of the site, it is considered that the proposed development offers 
an opportunity to enhance the appearance of the site.   

• Listed Buildings – the proposed development will affect the character and 
appearance of the listed buildings as a result of the renovations/alterations 
proposed.  The proposed development of the remainder of the site will affect the 
setting of the listed buildings.  Based on the submitted proposals, it is considered 
that the proposed development would not have a significant effect on the 
character and appearance of the listed buildings or their setting.  Significant listed 
and unlisted buildings would be restored and repaired, and important features 
retained as part of the proposals.  New buildings would respect the scale and form 
of the original farm buildings.  In the absence of a viable re-use, it is likely that the 
condition of the existing buildings will continue to deteriorate. 



• Archaeology - the proposed development has the potential to affect the scheduled 
monument as a result of the building works proposed and associated excavations.  
Only limited development is proposed outside the footprint of existing buildings 
within the scheduled monument.  Based on the findings of the submitted 
Archaeological Evaluation (April 2007), it is considered that the development 
would not have significant effects on the scheduled monument.  

• Ecology – survey evidence suggests that use of the site and buildings by 
protected species is not significant.  Bat activity has been found to be low, and 
there is no evidence of use by barn owls or other protected species.   
Management of proposed landscaped areas offers an opportunity for 
enhancement of the biodiversity value of the site.   There are no sites designated 
for their wildlife interest in the immediate vicinity of the site. 

• Drainage – the proposed development will result in additional flows into existing 
sewerage systems.  Based on previous advice from Anglian Water and the 
Environment Agency it is not considered that the development will have any 
significant effects on the local environment. 

• Contamination - on the basis of information provided, levels of ground 
contamination within the site are not considered to be significant, and subject to 
appropriate mitigation would not pose a threat to human health or ground water 
resources. 

 
The scale and nature of the proposed development are such that it is considered that 
the proposed developments would not result in significant effects on the environment.  
It is considered that where effects would arise, they would not extend beyond the 
immediate locality of the site and would not be complex in nature.   
 
CONCLUSION 
It is considered that the proposed development would not have significant effects on 
the environment.  Accordingly, this screening opinion finds that Environmental 
Impact Assessment is not required in this instance.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Phil Daines 
Development Services Manager 
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APPENDIX 3 
 
Extract from Planning Policy Guidance Note 15  
‘Planning and the Historic Environment’   
(September 1994) 
 



3. LISTED BUILDING CONTROL 
 
3.1 Section 1 of the Act imposes on the Secretary of State for National Heritage a 
duty to compile or approve lists of buildings of special architectural or historic 
interest. The Secretary of State's policy for the listing of such buildings is set out in 
paragraphs 6.10-6.16. Once a building is listed (or is the subject of a building 
preservation notice), section 7 of the Act provides that consent is normally required 
for its demolition, in whole or in part, and for any works of alteration or extension 
which would affect its character as a building of special architectural or historic 
interest. It is a criminal offence to carry out such works without consent, which should 
be sought from the local planning authority. This section sets out the main elements of 
Government policy for listed building controls. Details of the procedures are 
summarised in Annex B. 
 
3.2 Controls apply to all works, both external and internal, that would affect a 
building's special interest, whether or not the particular feature concerned is 
specifically mentioned in the list description. Consent is not normally required for 
repairs, but, where repairs involve alterations which would affect the character of the 
listed building, consent is required. Whether repairs actually constitute alterations 
which require consent is a matter of fact and degree which must be determined in 
each case. Where painting or repainting the exterior or interior of a listed building 
would affect the building's character, consent is required. Further detailed guidance 
on alterations to listed buildings, prepared by English Heritage, is given in Annex C. 
The Secretaries of State commend this guidance and ask all local planning authorities 
to take it into account in their exercise of listed building and development controls. 
Whether proposed works constitute alterations or a demolition is again a matter of 
fact and degree. Fixtures and curtilage buildings - ie. any object or structure which is 
fixed to the building, or is within the curtilage and forms part of the land and has done 
so since before July 1948 - are also treated as part of the building for the purposes of 
listed building control (see paragraphs 3.30-3.36 below). 
 
3.3 The importance which the Government attaches to the protection of the historic 
environment was explained in paragraphs 1.1-1.7 above. Once lost, listed buildings 
cannot be replaced; and they can be robbed of their special interest as surely by 
unsuitable alteration as by outright demolition. They represent a finite resource and 
an irreplaceable asset. There should be a general presumption in favour of the 
preservation of listed buildings, except where a convincing case can be made out, 
against the criteria set out in this section, for alteration or demolition. While the listing 
of a building should not be seen as a bar to all future change, the starting point for 
the exercise of listed building control is the statutory requirement on local planning 
authorities to 'have special regard to the desirability of preserving the building or its 
setting or any features of special architectural or historic interest which it possesses' 
(section 16). This reflects the great importance to society of protecting listed buildings 
from unnecessary demolition and from unsuitable and insensitive alteration and 
should be the prime consideration for authorities in determining an application for 
consent. 
 
3.4 Applicants for listed building consent must be able to justify their proposals. They 
will need to show why works which would affect the character of a listed building are 
desirable or necessary. They should provide the local planning authority with full 



information, to enable them to assess the likely impact of their proposals on the 
special architectural or historic interest of the building and on its setting.  
 
General criteria 
 
3.5 The issues that are generally relevant to the consideration of all listed building 
consent applications are: 

i. the importance of the building, its intrinsic architectural and historic interest 
and rarity, in both national and local terms ('historic interest' is further 
explained in paragraph 6.11); 

ii. the particular physical features of the building (which may include its design, 
plan, materials or location) which justify its inclusion in the list: list 
descriptions may draw attention to features of particular interest or value, but 
they are not exhaustive and other features of importance (eg. interiors) may 
come to light after the building's inclusion in the list; 

iii. the building's setting and its contribution to the local scene, which may be 
very important, eg. where it forms an element in a group, park, garden or other 
townscape or landscape, or where it shares particular architectural forms or 
details with other buildings nearby; 

iv. the extent to which the proposed works would bring substantial benefits for 
the community, in particular by contributing to the economic regeneration of 
the area or the enhancement of its environment (including other listed 
buildings). 

 
3.6 The grading of a building in the statutory lists is clearly a material consideration 
for the exercise of listed building control. Grades I and II* identify the outstanding 
architectural or historic interest of a small proportion (about 6%) of all listed 
buildings. These buildings are of particularly great importance to the nation's built 
heritage: their significance will generally be beyond dispute. But it should be 
emphasised that the statutory controls apply equally to all listed buildings, irrespective 
of grade; and since Grade II includes about 94% of all listed buildings, representing a 
major element in the historic quality of our towns, villages and countryside, failure to 
give careful scrutiny to proposals for their alteration or demolition could lead to 
widespread damage to the historic environment. 
 
3.7 The following paragraphs deal first with alterations and extensions and then with 
demolitions, though considerations relevant to the two types of case to some extent 
overlap. For instance, some of the considerations set out in paragraph 3.19, in relation 
to demolitions, may also be relevant to substantial works of alteration or extension 
which would significantly alter the character of a listed building. Since listed building 
consent applications will often raise the issue of the most appropriate use for a 
building, the question of use is also discussed here. 
 
Use 
 
3.8 Generally the best way of securing the upkeep of historic buildings and areas is to 
keep them in active use. For the great majority this must mean economically viable 
uses if they are to survive, and new, and even continuing, uses will often necessitate 
some degree of adaptation. The range and acceptability of possible uses must 



therefore usually be a major consideration when the future of listed buildings or 
buildings in conservation areas is in question. 
 
3.9 Judging the best use is one of the most important and sensitive assessments that 
local planning authorities and other bodies involved in conservation have to make. It 
requires balancing the economic viability of possible uses against the effect of any 
changes they entail in the special architectural and historic interest of the building or 
area in question. In principle the aim should be to identify the optimum viable use that 
is compatible with the fabric, interior, and setting of the historic building. This may 
not necessarily be the most profitable use if that would entail more destructive 
alterations than other viable uses. Where a particular compatible use is to be preferred 
but restoration for that use is unlikely to be economically viable, grant assistance from 
the authority, English Heritage or other sources may need to be considered. 
 
3.10 The best use will very often be the use for which the building was originally 
designed, and the continuation or reinstatement of that use should certainly be the first 
option when the future of a building is considered. But not all original uses will now 
be viable or even necessarily appropriate: the nature of uses can change over time, so 
that in some cases the original use may now be less compatible with the building than 
an alternative. For example, some business or light industrial uses may now require 
less damaging alterations to historic farm buildings than some types of modern 
agricultural operation. Policies for development and listed building controls should 
recognise the need for flexibility where new uses have to be considered to secure a 
building's survival. 
 
3.11 If a building is so sensitive that it cannot sustain any alterations to keep it in 
viable economic use, its future may nevertheless be secured by charitable or 
community ownership, preserved for its own sake for local people and for the visiting 
public, where possible with non-destructive opportunity uses such as meeting rooms. 
Many listed buildings subsist successfully in this way - from the great houses of the 
National Trust to buildings such as guildhalls, churches and windmills cared for by 
local authorities or trusts - and this possibility may need to be considered. The 
Secretaries of State attach particular importance to the activities of the voluntary 
sector in heritage matters: it is well placed to tap local support, resources and loyalty, 
and buildings preserved in its care can make a contribution to community life, to local 
education, and to the local economy. 
 
Alterations and extensions 
 
3.12 Many listed buildings are already in well-established uses, and any changes need 
be considered only in this context. But where new uses are proposed, it is important to 
balance the effect of any changes on the special interest of the listed building against 
the viability of any proposed use and of alternative, and possibly less damaging, uses. 
In judging the effect of any alteration or extension it is essential to have assessed the 
elements that make up the special interest of the building in question. They may 
comprise not only obvious visual features such as a decorative facade or, internally, 
staircases or decorated plaster ceilings, but the spaces and layout of the building and 
the archaeological or technological interest of the surviving structure and surfaces. 
These elements are often just as important in simple vernacular and functional 
buildings as in grander architecture. 



 
3.13 Many listed buildings can sustain some degree of sensitive alteration or 
extension to accommodate continuing or new uses. Indeed, cumulative changes 
reflecting the history of use and ownership are themselves an aspect of the special 
interest of some buildings, and the merit of some new alterations or additions, 
especially where they are generated within a secure and committed long-term 
ownership, should not be discounted. Nevertheless, listed buildings do vary greatly in 
the extent to which they can accommodate change without loss of special interest. 
Some may be sensitive even to slight alterations; this is especially true of buildings 
with important interiors and fittings - not just great houses, but also, for example, 
chapels with historic fittings or industrial structures with surviving machinery. Some 
listed buildings are the subject of successive applications for alteration or extension: 
in such cases it needs to be borne in mind that minor works of indifferent quality, 
which may seem individually of little importance, can cumulatively be very 
destructive of a building's special interest. 
 
3.14 As noted above, the listing grade is a material consideration but is not of itself a 
reliable guide to the sensitivity of a building to alteration or extension. For example, 
many Grade II buildings are of humble and once common building types and have 
been listed precisely because they are relatively unaltered examples of a particular 
building type; so they can as readily have their special interest ruined by unsuitable 
alteration or extension as can Grade I or II* structures.  
 
3.15 Achieving a proper balance between the special interest of a listed building and 
proposals for alterations or extensions is demanding and should always be based on 
specialist expertise; but it is rarely impossible, if reasonable flexibility and 
imagination are shown by all parties involved. Thus, a better solution may be possible 
if a local planning authority is prepared to apply normal development control policies 
flexibly; or if an applicant is willing to exploit unorthodox spaces rather than set a 
standardized requirement; or if an architect can respect the structural limitations of a 
building and abandon conventional design solutions in favour of a more imaginative 
approach. For example, standard commercial office floor-loadings are rarely needed 
in all parts of a building, and any unusually heavy loads can often be accommodated 
in stronger areas such as basements. The preservation of facades alone, and the 
gutting and reconstruction of interiors, is not normally an acceptable approach to the 
re-use of listed buildings: it can destroy much of a building's special interest and 
create problems for the long-term stability of the structure. 
 
Demolitions 
 
3.16 While it is an objective of Government policy to secure the preservation of 
historic buildings, there will very occasionally be cases where demolition is 
unavoidable. Listed building controls ensure that proposals for demolition are fully 
scrutinised before any decision is reached. These controls have been successful in 
recent years in keeping the number of total demolitions very low. The destruction of 
historic buildings is in fact very seldom necessary for reasons of good planning: more 
often it is the result of neglect, or of failure to make imaginative efforts to find new 
uses for them or to incorporate them into new development. 
 



3.17 There are many outstanding buildings for which it is in practice almost 
inconceivable that consent for demolition would ever be granted. The demolition of 
any Grade I or Grade II* building should be wholly exceptional and should require 
the strongest justification. Indeed, the Secretaries of State would not expect 
consent to be given for the total or substantial demolition of any listed building 
without clear and convincing evidence that all reasonable efforts have been made to 
sustain existing uses or find viable new uses, and these efforts have failed; that 
preservation in some form of charitable or community ownership is not possible or 
suitable (see paragraph 3.11); or that redevelopment would produce substantial 
benefits for the community which would decisively outweigh the loss resulting from 
demolition. The Secretaries of State would not expect consent to demolition to be 
given simply because redevelopment is economically more attractive to the 
developer than repair and re-use of a historic building, or because the developer 
acquired the building at a price that reflected the potential for redevelopment rather 
than the condition and constraints of the existing historic building. 
 
3.18 Where proposed works would not result in the total or substantial demolition of 
the listed building or any significant part of it, the Secretaries of State would expect 
the local planning authority to address the same considerations as it would in relation 
to an application in respect of alterations or extensions (see paragraphs 
3.12 to 3.15 above). 
 
3.19 Where proposed works would result in the total or substantial demolition of the 
listed building, or any significant part of it, the Secretaries of State would expect the 
authority, in addition to the general considerations set out in paragraph 3.5 above, to 
address the following considerations: 
 

i. the condition of the building, the cost of repairing and maintaining it in 
relation to its importance and to the value derived from its continued use. Any 
such assessment should be based on consistent and long-term assumptions. 
Less favourable levels of rents and yields cannot automatically be assumed for 
historic buildings. Also, they may offer proven technical performance, 
physical attractiveness and functional spaces that, in an age of rapid change, 
may outlast the short-lived and inflexible technical specifications that have 
sometimes shaped new developments. Any assessment should also take 
account of the possibility of tax allowances and exemptions and of grants from 
public or charitable sources. In the rare cases where it is clear that a building 
has been deliberately neglected in the hope of obtaining consent for 
demolition, less weight should be given to the costs of repair; 

 
ii. the adequacy of efforts made to retain the building in use. The Secretaries of 

State would not expect listed building consent to be granted for demolition 
unless the authority (or where appropriate the Secretary of State himself) is 
satisfied that real efforts have been made without success to continue the 
present use or to find compatible alternative uses for the building. This should 
include the offer of the unrestricted freehold of the building on the open 
market at a realistic price reflecting the building's condition (the offer of a 
lease only, or the imposition of restrictive covenants, would normally reduce 
the chances of finding a new use for the building);  

 



iii. the merits of alternative proposals for the site. Whilst these are a material 
consideration, the Secretaries of State take the view that subjective claims for 
the architectural merits of proposed replacement buildings should not in 
themselves be held to justify the demolition of any listed building. There may 
very exceptionally be cases where the proposed works would bring substantial 
benefits for the community which have to be weighed against the arguments in 
favour of preservation. Even here, it will often be feasible to incorporate listed 
buildings within new development, and this option should be carefully 
considered: the challenge presented by retaining listed buildings can be a 
stimulus to imaginative new design to accommodate them. 




