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Historic England   Hearing Statement 

Introduction 
 
1.1   In carrying out its role in protecting and managing the historic environment 

Historic England gives advice to local planning authorities on certain 
categories of applications affecting the historic environment. Historic England 
is the principal Government adviser on the historic environment, advising it on 
planning and listed building consent applications, appeals and other matters 
generally affecting the historic environment.   

 
1.2  Historic England is consulted on Local Development Plans under the 

provisions of the duty to co-operate and provides advice to ensure that 
legislation and national policy in the National Planning Policy Framework are 
thereby reflected in local planning policy and practice. 

 
1.3  The tests of soundness require that Local Development Plans should be 

positively prepared, justified, effective and consistent with national policy. 
Historic England’s representations in relation to the Publication Draft Local 
Plan are made in the context of the requirements of the National Planning 
Policy Framework (“the Framework”) in relation to the historic environment as 
a component of sustainable development. 

 
1.4 This statement addresses the Inspector’s questions with regards to Stage 2 

Chapter 11 of the Local Plan.  
 
1.5  This hearing statement should be read alongside Historic England’s 

comments submitted at previous consultation stages of the Local Plan. 
 
Inspector’s Questions  
 
1.6  We set out below our responses to the Inspector’s questions in light of our 

historic environment role. 
 
  



3	
	

 
Matters and Issues for East Hertfordshire Local Plan  
 
 
Chapter 11 – The Gilston Area – policies GA1 and GA2 
 
 
1. The Gilston Area is a very large allocation with the potential to 
eventually provide some 10,000 new homes. What considerations led 
to its allocation? How and where did the loss of Green Belt and 
countryside fit into those considerations? 
 
2.1 In allocating land for development, local authorities must give consideration to 

a range of, sometimes competing, issues.  Historic England continue to have 
concerns regading the allocation of land for development at Gilston and the 
considerations that led to the allocation of that land. In our response we shall 
consider the issues of Green Belt and the impact on the historic environment, 
although there will inevitably be many other considerations which the authority 
has to take in account.  

 
1. Green Belt 

2.2 East Herts has given some consideration to the matter of the Green Belt.  
However, it is our contention that whilst the authority has commissioned a 
review of the Green Belt, it would appear that the authority has largely ignored 
the findings of the review in respect of the land at Gilston. 

 
2.3 With respect to the Green Belt, much of the land within the Gilston allocation 

is currently Green Belt land. 
 
2.4 We note that East Herts appointed Peter Brett Associates to undertake a 

Review of the Green Belt. Peter Brett Associates produced a Method 
Statement for a Green Belt Review in November 2014. The Green Belt 
Review report itself was completed in 2015.  It is instructive to note that the 
Gilston Area allocation was identified as being of very low suitability for 
development as an Area of Search (see page 127 of the report).  To that end, 
it is surprising that East Herts have pursued the allocation of land for 
development in this area.  

 
2.5 Development in this area would radically alter the landscape and harm the 

significance of the heritage assets.  The best protection for these assets 
would be to not allocate this land for development. Aside from the standard 
five purposes of the Green Belt, Historic England recognises that Green Belt 
designation is perhaps one of the best ways to protect heritage assets and 
their settings. 
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2. The Historic Environment 
 
a) The potential for harm to the historic environment 

2.6 The Gilston site is an area rich in heritage assets. There are a considerable 
number of designated heritage assets within and surrounding the 
development site, including three scheduled moated sites, scheduled World 
War II defences (in fourteen separate areas) and numerous listed buildings.  
Highly graded listed buildings include the Grade I listed St Mary’s Church in 
Gilston (with a separately listed Grade I monument), the Grade II* Gilston 
House, the Grade II* St Botolph’s Church in Eastwick and the Grade I 
Hunsdon House and Grade I St Dunstan’s Church in Hunsdon.  There are 
also many non-designated heritage assets within and surrounding the site, 
including assets of archaeological interest. 

2.7 Paragraph 126 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) states that: 
“local planning authorities should set out in their local plan a positive strategy 
for the conservation and enjoyment of the historic environment”.  Paragraphs 
151 and 152 make it clear that local plans should contribute to each 
dimension of sustainable development, while paragraph 156 requires strategic 
policies to conserve and enhance the historic environment.  Finally, paragraph 
169 and 170 outline the historic environment evidence base required for local 
plans.  Historic England has produced a Good Practice Advice Note relating 
to Local Plans, and an advice note on site allocations in local plans.   

2.8 It is possible to conclude that proposed development at Gilston Park Estate 
would result in serious harm to a number of designated heritage assets, which 
in some cases has the potential to amount to substantial harm.  In terms of 
the Local Plan, paragraph 152 of the NPPF makes clear that significant 
adverse impacts on the environment should be avoided in the first instance.  
Only where this is not possible should mitigation be considered.   

2.9 The Local Plan needs to demonstrate that the proposed development area is 
appropriate in light of the NPPF’s tests of soundness set out on paragraph 
182, namely that the proposal is positively prepared, justified, effective and 
consistent with national policy.  In terms of the latter, this includes the need to 
conserve heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance and to 
provide clear and convincing justification for any harm or loss weighed against 
the public benefits of development. One of the core planning principles as 
defined by paragraph 17 of the NPPF is for plan-making and decision-taking 
to conserve heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance. 
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 b) Evidence base 
2.10 For a number of years, Historic England has raised concerns regarding the 

allocation of land at Gilston with respect to the potential impact on the Historic 
Environment. During this time we have urged East Herts to give greater 
consideration to the fundamental question of the suitability of the allocation 
with respect to the historic environment on a number of occasions1: 

 
• Representations on Local Plan 22nd May 2014 
• Letter to East Herts and LP Archaeology 16th October 2015 
• Representations on Local Plan December 2016 
• E - Mail to East Herts 22nd February 2017  
• Letter to East Herts 12th July 2017  

 As far as we are aware, East Herts has neither produced their own , or 
 appointed independent consultants to produce, an assessment of the 
 suitability of this land for development in terms of its potential impact upon the 
 historic environment. In our view, even the Sustainability Appraisal fails to 
 give adequate consideration to the impact on the Historic Environment of this 
 scale of development (see our 2016 representations).  

2.11 Our representations on the Preferred Options Local Plan in May 2014 and on 
the Pre-Submission Local Plan in December 2016 requested further evidence 
to assess both the suitability of this area for development and the impact on 
the historic environment.  

2.12 Historic England received the heritage reports prepared by LP Archaeology, 
consultants to the developers, from East Herts Council in January 2017.  
Having reviewed this evidence, Historic England wrote to East Herts in 
February 2017 stating that we considered that insufficient evidence had been 
provided and the assessment was lacking in some areas;  

 
‘There isn’t a strong evidence base to support that quantum of 
development…. There remains the more fundamental question as to 
whether development of this scale is appropriate given the potential 
impact on the historic environment. This question needs to be explored 
further.…. we need to be convinced that sufficient work has been 
undertaken to assess the impact of the proposed allocations. Such 
work is necessary as part of the Plan preparation process to assess 
the suitability of the site of this scale as an allocation in the first place 
for once land is allocated, any impact assessment can only really 
recommend mitigation measures, rather than fundamentally challenge 
the suitability of the allocation per se.’ 

																																																													
1	The	key	points	from	this	correspondence	have	been	summarised	in	the	Statement.	Copies	of	the	correspondence	can	be	
supplied	to	the	Inspector	if	that	would	be	helpful.	correspondence	
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Historic England therefore requested that additional work was undertaken.  
Again we wrote to the local authority in July 2017 setting out the additional 
work that was needed.  

  
 c) Limitations of the Heritage Impact Assessment (2017) 
2.13 In 2017, Montagu Evans was appointed by the developers and they have 

produced a more thorough Heritage Impact Assessment for the site. However, 
this evidence has been produced very late in the Plan preparation process 
(first draft sent to Historic England on 25th August 2017). Whilst the Heritage 
Impact Assessment provides a more thorough analysis of the significance of 
heritage assets both within and beyond the site allocation boundary, and 
suggests a number of mitigation measures which seek to address the impact 
of the development upon the historic environment, the HIA does not fully 
address the question of the suitability of the allocation per se. It neither 
fundamentally challenges the allocation of the land in the first place, nor 
challenges the assumed overall distribution of development within the site.   

 
2.14 By way of example, Section 5 of the HIA sets out the site capacity for 

development. The site allocation is divided into 9 areas, with each area being 
categorised according to its heritage sensitivity and thus suitability for 
development. Perhaps most striking from this section of the report is the fact 
that the whilst area 3, Hunsdon Airfield, to the north west of the site is 
considered to have low sensitivity to development, it is this very area which is 
left undeveloped within the site allocation.  Meanwhile other areas with 
considerably greater sensitivity to development in terms of the historic 
environment are being proposed for development. Indeed paragraph 6.2 and 
6.3 of the report state that development is to be concentrated to the south and 
east of the site rather than the north west.  It would appear to Historic England 
that the findings of the report into the areas of sensitivity for development are 
being dismissed in favour of pre-determined notions as to where 
development, if deemed acceptable, should be located.  

 
 Proposed Revised Wording 
2.15 Historic England recognise the housing needs in East Herts and the desire 

the allocate land to meet those housing needs.  We also recognise the fact 
that Gilston has been designated as a Garden Town.  Notwithstanding our 
fundamental concerns regarding the principle of the allocation of this land in 
respect of the impact upon the historic environment, we recognise that a 
decision will need to be made which weighs the harm to the significance of 
designated heritage assets against the public benefits.   

 
2.16 To that end Historic England have sought to work with East Herts recognising 

their desire to allocate this land.  We have therefore worked with the local 
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authority to agree revised policy wording to provide greater protection for the 
heritage assets and their settings. Whilst we still question the suitability of the 
land for development in respect of the impact upon the historic environment, 
should the Inspector decide that development of the site is acceptable (when 
weighing harm to the significance of designated heritage assets against the 
public benefits and if exceptional circumstances do exist to justify a review of 
the Green Belt and release of this land identified by their own consultants as 
being of very low suitability for development in Green Belt terms), then 
Historic England has negotiated revised wording for the policy and supporting 
text. The wording agreed with the local authority is set out in our Statement of 
Common Ground.  

 
 Conclusions 
2.17 To conclude, Historic England question whether the allocation at Gilston has 

been positively prepared or justified in NPPF terms, and to that end we would 
question whether the allocation is sound for the following three reasons: 

 a) The land has been allocated for development contrary to the advice in the 
Green Belt Review prepared by Peter Brett Associates. 

 b) The Local Authority has not produced either their own, or an independent, 
assessment of the consideration of the impact of the proposed development 
upon the Historic Environment.  

 c) The developers’ Heritage Impact Assessment, whilst helpful in identifying 
potential mitigation measures to address the impacts upon the Historic 
Environment, fails to properly challenge the suitability of the allocation in 
terms of its impact upon the Historic Environment.  Where the report identifies 
land least sensitive to development (i.e. most suitable for development) these 
findings are dismissed in favour of pre-determined decisions concerning the 
distribution of development within the site allocation (i.e. the south east, rather 
than north west of the site).  

 
2.18 Notwithstanding the above, however, should the Inspector find the allocation 

sound, Historic England has worked with the Local Authority to agree revised 
wording for the Plan to provide greater protection to the historic environment.  

 This wording is set out in our Statement of Common Ground.  
 
  
4. Apart from infrastructure what other risks are there to delivery? 
 
2.19 In planning for any future development, full consideration must be given to the 

impacts of development on the Historic Environment. Historic England has 
therefore been keen to ensure that sufficient work has been undertaken to 
ensure that the historic environment is not a risk to delivery, should 
development be deemed appropriate in this location.  To that end we have 
been requesting further evidence in advance of the EiP from both the Council 
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and the developers.  The preparation of the Heritage Impact Assessment by 
Montagu Evans (October 2017) has identified a number of mitigation 
measures that seek to address the impacts on the historic environment.  The 
mitigation measure recommendations of this report will need to be 
incorporated into any future masterplanning, SPD and ultimately planning 
application for the site. 

 
2.20 A desk based Archaeological Assessment has been completed for the site 

which contains a number of designated and undesignated heritage assets. 
Whilst this provides an account of what is already known about the area, and  
will hint at the potential of as yet, unrecorded archaeological remains, we 
recommend that this is expanded by undertaking 5% archaeological field 
evaluation at the earliest opportunity so that the development of the 
masterplan and the delivery of the development is not put at risk by the failure 
to identify, assess and mitigate the presence of important archaeological 
remains.  	

 
 


