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Heritage Conseryation in Lancashire

A strategy and plan for the future of archaeologl' and the historic environment

Dr Gill ChiW

@n" idea to develop a long term plan for
We need to take to take stock of what we have

left and to take a long-term view of the effect

and changes that our actions today will bring

about in the future.

To approach this in ways that are sustainable

means thinking about the whole historic
environment, including all the heritage
resources of the places where we live, work and

spend time: historic buildings and
archaeological sites, landscapes, parks and

gardens, historic towns, villages and industrial

centres. Our historic stock and archaeological

sites are finite and non-renewable resources,

already diminished naturally over time by the

processes ofdecay and use. These resources are

our assets and decisions about their future

should be based on the best information that is

available. Nonetheless, it is necessary to be

realistic about what it is viable to keep from the

past. As archaeologists, we will not influence
change unless we utre reasonable about what we

recommend for preservation, and practical

about what it is feasible to investigate and

record. We have to decide systematically what

is expendable and what must be kept at all costs

and where it will be a priority to place out

limited resources. Assessment, evaluation and

characterisation, therefore, are three key
activities in the long term plan for Lancashire's

heritage. It is fair to say that archaeology in the

County has received a relatively low investment

in terms of large scale survey and field
investigation. We have simply not had the

resources to undertake such projects.

The North West Wetlands Survey stands out in
the region as the largest single investment of
national funding for archaeological research and

survey.

heritage conservation in Lancashire began with
the creation of the Lancashire Archaeology

Service in the County Planning Department in
1996. For the first time, there has been the

opporhrnity to take a comprehensive approach

to heritage planning in the County including all
aspects of the historic environment, and to
integrate planning for archaeology with historic

buildings, urban conservation and countryside

management, and with the biological heritage.

This is a good moment for such an initiative as

fresh ideas are being formulated about
stewardship of the heritage and the need for
environmentally sensitive approaches to
managing archaeological and historic resources.

The context of sustainable planning presents a

natural framework in which a strategy for
heritage conservation can develop.

As archaeologists we are only too aware that the

environment which surrounds and supports our

daily lives is the result of thousands of years of
human activity. Even aspects of the landscape

which people sometimes think of as natural -
ancient woodlands, remote valleys and upland

fells - have been influenced and dramatically

changed since prehistoric times by the activities

of our ancestors. Every part of the environment

has been affected in some way by the shaping

hand of human history. For archaeologists, the

way in which landscape and settlement have

evolved through successive generations of
change is an intrinsic part of its fascination.

Today, however, there is a growing recognition

that the historic environment and its resources

cannot sustain the pace and scale ofchange that

has accelerated over the last two centuries.
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As a consequence, parts of Lancashire's coastal
plain and lowlands are now beginning to be

better understood, although colleagues working
on the NWWS would say we have a long way
to go yet! Other parts of the County remain to
be as intensively surveyed for field evidence
and for the palaeo-environmental evidence
which is the key to understanding landscape
evolution: the heavily farmed, fertile Lancashire
Plain, the uplands of the West Pennines, the
Forest of Bowland (where work on North West
Water's estate has begun) and the other historic
Forests of East Lancashire are all potentially
rich areas for further work and new survey
projects. This year for the first time the Royal
Commission on Historical Monuments for
England has been undertaking field survey in
Lancaster and has been able (with assistance
from English Heritage and Lancaster County
Council) to carry out detailed survey in the
upland landscape west of Leck Fell in north
Lancashire. This work has revealed the
complexity of a rich landscape of farming and

settlement, apparently continuous from the
Bronze Age through to the medieval
emparkment of the uplands. This sequence may
not be as well preserved elsewhere, but there
can be no doubt that the same story remains to
be uncovered in many other parts of Lancashire.
While some sites and areas, like Leck Fell, are

obvious choices for new study, there is a

tendency for new work to be concentrated in the
areas where we already know there is
considerable archaeological potential.

We need to broaden our approach and look
again at current knowledge. The Archaeology
of Lancashire: Present State and Future
Priorities, published last year by the Lancaster
University Archaeological Unit, has provided
an excellent starting point for the process of
formulating a new research agenda for
Lancashire's archaeology. The next stage will
be to move on from these general period by
period studies to undertake a more detailed and

systematic resource assessment. This will assist

in identiffing future directions for research,

locating suggestive gaps in coverage and

information, and problematic areas of
understanding.

Evaluation of the Counry"s archaeolog;' is also
reasonably '*'ell-advanced. Many historic
places and archaeolo-eical sites in the County
have been evaluated by'the national agencies
and are protected by lau' through statutory
designation. At present Lancashire has around
160 scheduled ancient momrments, 5400 listed
buildings, 170 conservation areas and 20
gardens and landscapes in English Heritage's
Register of Parks and Gardens of special
historic interest.

Other protection of historic countryside is
provided through designations for conservation
of the natural heritage, such as the County's two
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty - The
Forest of Bowland and Arnside Silverdale.
There are 60 Sites of Special Scientific Interest
and over 1070 non-statutory Biological Heritage
Sites in Lancashire.

To make wise decisions about sustainable
change, however, we need to recognise that in
addition to these formal designations, different
elements of the historic environment can be

valued in different and less formal ways.
Obviously an archaeological site or historic
building has an intrinsic and unique historical
value as tangible evidence; but such assets -
sometimes referred to in sustainability terms as

'environmental capital' - can be valued
according to a range of other criteria. An
historic textile mill, for example, can contribute
visual pleasure to a canal-side scene, it may
offer valuable potential for economic
development, it may be an important example
of Lancashire's industrial architecture, and it
may be associated with a local tradition of
textile working which is a distinctive attribute
in the neighbourhood's character. Some of these
assets may be of unique and ineplaceable value
while others may be negotiable in terms of other
benefits to the environment or economy. Public
perception about the value of the historic
environment is relevant, too. The particular
historical grain of a place is made up of fine
detail and associations which are unique to each

locality. Local character and its contribution to
a cofirmunity's sense of place are as relevant as

expert views on historical importance.
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The Heritage Conservation Strategy recognises

that there is a need to develop ways to evaluate

all these diverse attributes and to designate sites

of regional, county and local, as well as

national, importance by formal means, so that

they are recognised for the contribution that

they make to the quality of the landscape and

the urban environment.

Nevertheless, only a small proportion of
Lancashire's environmental heritage can be

covered by the special protection ofdesignation.
Often the particular local historic character of a
place is not suitable for formal designation,

even though it is appreciated and well known to

local people. "Characterisation" is a way of
recognising this special quality and is now
becoming an established approach in
conservation planning. It is a process of
defining the attributes which give a place its
distinctive historic character - attributes like
building material, local architectural style, the

layout of streets or fields, grouping of buildings,
the pattern of waterways and roads, woodland
and open space. Unlike the categories of formal
designation described above, which are select

and exclusive, "characterisation" expresses the

significance of the commonplace aspects of
every urban and rural landscape. For the

historic environment it offers an approach to
understanding and protecting the particular
qualities of a locality and the basis for
sustainable planning for the future. Developing
a new historic environment characterisation

programme will be an important part of our

future work.

Future plans for heritage conservation and

archaeology in Lancashire, then, have three

main themes:

Providing information and access to the

historic environment

Analysing and evaluating the historic
environment

Managing change in the historic
environment

For archaeology this will mean a major
programme of new-work and development for

the Lancashire Sites and Monuments Record,

updating and restructuring it to meet new

standards and the opportunities which new

information technology offer for public access

and forward planning. A long-tenn programme

of assessment and new data gathering will be

needed to advance the County and regional

research agendas. In terms of field projects,

priorities will include strategic and thematic

surveys (such as the coastal, marine and

industrial heritage), and with local initiatives

where the County's guidance and resources can

support proj ects managed bY local
archaeological and community groups. Other

important activities will include work with
schools, with organisations such as the CBA's
Young Archaeologists Club, with initiatives
such as the new portable antiquities recording

scheme and projects which promote an

integrated approach to awareness of the historic

environment. Full details of the proposed

action and schemes are detailed in the draft
Heritage Conservation in Lancashire (available

from the Archaeology Service, County Planning

Department, PO Box 160, East Cliff County

Offrces, Preston PRI 3EX) which is planned for
publication in Spring 1998.


