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Dear Ms Morrissey 
LAND SOUTH OF PERDISWELL FARM, SHIPTON ROAD, SHIPTON ON CHERWELL, OXFORDSHIRE

Thank you for consulting us on this application.  We are now able to enlarge on our letter of 29 January and this present letter conveys our definitive advice.

Summary

This major housing proposal is unusual is being proposed so close to a World Heritage Site, Blenheim Palace and Park, and further evidence in the form of visualisations is needed to assess the impact. The development could also cause harm to the significance of the scheduled monument, Blenheim Villa, through the impact upon its setting. The villa enjoyed a rural setting with an aspect towards the south-east and this aspect would be blocked by the proposed new dwellings. Any public benefits of the proposal will need to be weighed against the harm caused, and there is not as yet sufficient clarity either on the possible effects, or on whether the heritage benefits claimed for the application lead to the need to cause these effects.

Advice

English Heritage has been consulted by Cherwell District Council on this application.  The application straddles the boundary with West Oxfordshire but it has been agreed that Cherwell will deal on behalf of both.  This letter deals with the heritage aspects of the application in respect of both local authority areas. A detailed examination of some aspects of the case is found in the Appendix to this letter.

In general the effects described below are effects on the setting of heritage assets, and thus on their significance because of how they are perceived. These effects can be as serious as physical damage. Setting is not fixed, but is ‘all of the surroundings from which the heritage asset can be experienced or that can be experienced from the asset’ (The Setting of Heritage Assets, 2011). Although the park at Blenheim is effectively self-contained there clearly could be effects on its setting, since the site lies adjacent to both the WHS and the Registered Park though the boundaries are slightly different. The effect on the setting of Woodstock as a conservation area is also considered. Within the site, there is a further issue related to the setting of the scheduled monument which is discussed below.

Historic Buildings, Landscapes and Areas

1.
Impact on Blenheim Park

The application site sits adjacent to Blenheim Park, part of the Blenheim World Heritage Site. Blenheim is considered to be of outstanding universal value as the site which illustrates the beginnings of the English Romantic movement in both architecture and Landscape gardening, as a national monument to the 1st Duke of Marlborough and as an archetype of a European Princely residence. It is also a grade I registered park. The boundaries of both are both very similar but not quite identical. However, these differences have no bearing on assessing the impact of this particular application. There is no buffer zone around the World Heritage Site. 

The question in relation to the WHS and to the Registered Park (or the Palace) is one of development affecting the setting.  Setting is not fixed, but is ‘all of the surroundings from which the heritage asset can be experienced or that can be experienced from the asset’ (The Setting of Heritage Assets, 2011). Although the park at Blenheim is effectively self-contained there clearly could be effects on its setting, since the site lies adjacent to both the WHS and the Registered Park though the boundaries are slightly different. 

We do not consider that the Woodstock East development would have an impact on the reasons for inscription of the WHS (see Appendix 1), although the question of development outside the park needs to be considered in relation to the Conservation Management Plan for the World Heritage Site, and the full impact of the proposals is not as yet quite clear. 

The process by which the EIA reaches a view that the proposal would be neutral in respect of the WHS and the Registered Park is not one which we believe entirely sound - reference is made to Figure 8 of the Conservation Management Plan, which does not show this site as one which could affect the setting - but if the development were large enough (or in other respects noticeable) it could have an effect nonetheless, and it certainly affects the setting as defined above.  A large and highly visible development along the Oxford road (A44) would degrade the visual appeal of the approach to Woodstock and compromise the sense of anticipation and arrival at Blenheim; it could thus harm the setting of the Park. It will be important to establish the planting along this road to reduce this effect.

We also note that the ZTV (at Appendix 10.6) suggests that the application site might be visible from the rising ground to the north, the Great Park. Tree cover is likely to obscure any views from here, but given the importance of the site a series of further views from high ground in the Great Park should be produced to demonstrate this beyond all doubt. 

2.
Impact on Woodstock Conservation Area

The application site lies some way from the boundary of Woodstock Conservation Area, which begins at the Hensington Gate to the park. The designated area encompasses the older, western, part of the town, which had developed by the mid-19th century. The eastern part of the town, which is larger than the conservation area, has largely been developed following the Second World War and has subsumed the village of Hensington. There is no conservation area appraisal. 

While paragraph 12.2.46 of the EIA concludes that the site is too far away from the conservation area to have an impact, we are of the view that it would have an impact on the setting of the conservation area. When entering Woodstock from the south it is not immediately apparent quite how much the town has enlarged from its historic core, as the Oxford Road is bounded by the park to the southwest and a thick band of trees to the north east.  Although houses can be glimpsed the illusion that the town proper begins at the Hensington gate is maintained and it is important that this continues to be so. 

As Woodstock has already been greatly expanded from its historic core we do not consider further expansion of housing onto the application site to necessarily be harmful to the setting of the conservation area, provided that similar screening to that already around the newer part of the town is employed to maintain the green approach to the south. As discussed above in respect to the impact on Blenheim Park we consider that the proposals set out in the Landscape Strategy should be adequate to achieve this.  There could of course be indirect effects on the conservation area from such a large expansion, such as from parking pressure, but we defer to your authority on these counts.

3.
Impact on Bladon Conservation Area

The impact on the Bladon Conservation Area is not considered in the EIA. As there is a considerable degree of separation between the proposed development site and the conservation area and there would be no inter-visibility we do not consider that there would be any significant impact on this particular conservation area. 

Archaeological Remains

Blenheim  Villa (a scheduled monument) has not been fully investigated and is now completely buried, but in common with most other Roman villas we know that it had a formal ground plan which appears to have been designed to face roughly south and east (ESE in this case). A villa was the centre of an agricultural estate and usually sited to take advantage of extensive views over its dependent land. The survival even if only below ground of any example of this vital building type from Roman Britain is important, and usually (as here) recognised by scheduling.

We acknowledge that the applicant has agreed to leave open the site of the villa itself and the area which has produced geophysical traces for the surrounding associated features, which is the obvious starting point for appropriate treatment of the site. 

The Setting of Heritage Assets makes quite clear that a monument does not have to be visible to have a setting, with all that flows from that - that this setting can contribute to the significance; that this setting can be affected; and that the effect upon this setting can impact upon the significance of the historic asset.

The ES contends that the villa’s setting does not reflect its original setting except in the ‘superficial’ sense that it is still agricultural. However, as is explored in more detail in the Appendix, Roman villas owed their existence as a major phenomenon entirely to the farming economy of which they were the vital part. In this sense, building houses close to the monument would affect a fundamental part of its significance; how harmful this would be to the significance is going to depend on the extent to which the original open, rustic character could be said to survive. It is our contention that the villa would have faced ESE and would have enjoyed long views, which were normally seen as important to this ambitious building type. The arguments in the ES against this being so are very unconvincing.

Apart from the immediate area around the villa, housing would predominate on the eastern part of the site. Were the villa still standing as a visible ruin, we would have no hesitation in advising that the harm would be substantial. As a buried site, we believe the harm to be less than substantial but nonetheless serious. 

Despite the arguments offered against any harm to the monument through the impact upon the setting, the conclusion within the ES itself (table 12.1.12, p306) is that the significance of the effect upon the setting of the monument would be major and negative. In terms of specifically heritage-linked public benefits, the removal of the site from ploughing and the provision of an interpretation board are clearly positive, but these action could be implemented now and they in no way outweigh the harm. We are therefore clear that in its present form the overall application would harm the significance of the scheduled site.

How the proposals might be ameliorated

In respect of the villa, we note that the application is in outline only. The above comments apply to the current proposed configuration of dwellings as given in the Masterplan attached to the application. Notwithstanding the evolution of the design which is explained in the Planning Statement, and the numerous constraints under which that evolved, it might be possible to design an alternative configuration, perhaps one which offered a continuing link with the wider landscape towards the south-east, which would offer less harm through the impact upon the setting of the monument. We would be happy to discuss this with your department.

The current proposals do seek to protect the potentially nationally important buried archaeology that is not within the area of the scheduled monument, and this would need to be retained within any alternative scheme. It is important to realise, therefore, that a better configuration for all these purposes might not be able to provide as many dwellings as currently sought. 

In respect of the possible effect on the setting of the WHS and the Grade I Park, we suggest that some additional visualisations are needed, showing the effect of the development as seen from the higher ground of the Great Park and perhaps from elevated positions in the Palace. We would be happy to advise further on this.

If your authority (or authorities) takes the view that this application is contrary to policy it follows that it should be re-cast as an ‘enabling development’. Under the terms of the accepted format for considering such cases, it would be necessary for the applicant to explain what costs it needs to meet, what the heritage benefits would be, how these benefits would be secured, and how the development was the minimum that could secure those ends, both in extent and in its effects.  This might bring welcome clarity to a process which is already perceived as one of dramatic change, but which is not widely understood.

Recommendation

The application being an outline should either be conditioned so as to require its justification to be provided as a condition of the full permission, or deferred until the effects of the illustrative scheme can be fully assessed. If this is unacceptable to the applicant, thought should be taken for whether the application should be seen as enabling development, and assessed accordingly.

Yours sincerely

Chris Welch
Inspector of Ancient Monuments

E-mail: Chris.Welch@english-heritage.org.uk
Enclosed: Appendix 1

Appendix 1 - Letter on Application 14/02004/HYBRID

A.
The effect of the application on the World Heritage Site and Park - detailed considerations

The statement of Outstanding Universal Value for the World Heritage Site states that it is inscribed for the following reasons: 

“Criterion (ii): By their refusal of the French models of classicism, the Palace and Park illustrate the beginnings of the English Romantic movement, which was characterised by the eclecticism of its inspiration, its return to national sources and its love of nature. The influence of Blenheim on the architecture and organisation of space in the 18th and 19th centuries was greatly felt both in England and abroad.

Criterion (iv): Built by the nation to honour one of its heroes, Blenheim is, above all, the home of an English aristocrat, the 1st Duke of Marlborough, who was also Prince of the Germanic Holy Roman Empire, as we are reminded in the decoration of the Great Drawing Room [the Saloon] by Louis Laguerre (1719-20).

Like the World Heritage properties Residence of Würzburg and the Castles of Augustusburg and Falkenlust in Brühl, Blenheim is typical of 18th century European princely residences.”

The EIA submitted in support of this application considers the impact of the development on the Palace, the Park and the grade II listed Cowyards (the listed building nearest the proposed development) and frames its assessment in terms of the potential impact on the outstanding universal value of the site. As suggested by ICOMOS guidance on Heritage Impact Assessments (2011) it attempts to look at the impact of the World Heritage Site through the lens of outstanding Universal values and concludes that the impact on the World Heritage Site would be neutral while the impact on the Registered Park and Garden and the Cow Yards would be slight. The EIA states that this conclusion is based on figure 8 of the World Heritage Site Conservation Management Plan, which does not identify the application site as an area where large or prominent developments could affect the setting of the World Heritage Site or important listed buildings at Blenheim, and field analysis which indicates that tree screening prevents any inter-visibility between park and application site. 

Figure 8 of the Management Plan simply points out areas of particular sensitivity within the setting. It does not follow from that that any development outside these areas would not be harmful, as whether a development affects the setting of a heritage asset is a function of the development, not of a fixed idea of setting. However, we concur that development on the application site would be unlikely to be visible from the Lower Park, as is demonstrated by the ZTV that forms appendix 10.6 of the EIA.  There would be no impact on views out of this part of the park, and there could be no important views in from the site itself.  We do note that the ZTV (at Appendix 10.6) suggests that the application site may be visible from the rising ground to the north, the Great Park. Tree cover is likely to obscure any views from here, but given the importance of the site a series of further views from high ground in the Great Park should be produced to demonstrate this beyond all doubt. 

It is also disappointing that the EIA has not considered the role of the A44 in the setting of the park in more detail. Blenheim is a very self-contained landscape and, unlike say Stowe or Holkham, there is no very long grand straight entrance drive through farmland as a prelude to the park. Instead the main entrance, the Hensington Gate, has always been on the edge of the town and had an urban setting. Nevertheless, there is a sense of anticipation as Woodstock is approached along the A44, the perimeter belt of trees and park wall are visible and hint at the scale and grandeur of the park within. A large and highly visible development along this road would degrade the visual appeal of the approach to Woodstock and compromise this sense of anticipation and arrival and could thus harm the setting of the Park. 

The Landscape Strategy (Aspect Landscape Planning drawing 5510_ASP 6) indicates that a belt of native woodland is proposed fronting the A44. Once mature this should be sufficient to shield the proposed development in views from the road. In front of the phase 1 land a rather thinner belt of tree planting is proposed. As indicated in the visualisations provided in support of the application (Appendix 10.8 of the EIA) the proposed development would be visible to an extent until the proposed planting matured. However, once mature the impact is likely to be similar to that of the planting fronting nearby Churchill Gate, in which houses can be glimpsed but are not clearly visible. Therefore provided that the proposed additional tree screening is allowed to reach maturity we are content that the proposed development would be well enough hidden for the setting of the Park and World Heritage Site not to be harmed. 

B.
The effect on the Scheduled Monument (Blenheim Villa)

The applicant has included an assessment of the impact upon the setting in 12.1 of the Environmental Statement. Essentially, the issues identified there can be summarised under three headings: does the (buried) historic asset have a setting and can the impact upon that have an impact upon the significance of the monument; what is the relationship between the original setting and the contemporary one; and did the Roman villa have a deliberate aspect?

1.
Setting and buried remains.

The remains of the Roman villa are buried, and although their position can be inferred from the topography, nothing is visible of them above ground.

Published advice (The Setting of Heritage Assets, English Heritage, 2011) is clear that buried remains can have a setting, and the ES acknowledges this. It is stated in the ES however (12.1.102) that the buried Roman villa is not ‘experienced’ and so its surroundings (i.e. its setting) can make no positive contribution to the ‘experiential’ element of its significance. In effect, the argument is that, while the asset may have a setting, any change in that setting,can have no impact upon a buried archaeological asset. But this is clearly not the intention of the published advice, which is perhaps worth quoting more fully:

‘Buried archaeological remains can also often be appreciated…in relation to their surrounding topography or other heritage assets; or through the long term continuity in the use of the land that surrounds them. While the form of survival of an asset may influence the degree to which its setting contributes to significance and the weight placed upon it, it does not necessarily follow that the contribution is nullified if the asset is obscured or not readily visible.’(Setting, p8)

Guidance is therefore clear that a buried historic asset can have a setting; that this setting can contribute to the significance of a historic asset; that this setting can be affected; and that the effect upon this setting can impact upon the significance of the historic asset.

2.
Contemporary and original setting

Notwithstanding the argument that the setting can make no contribution to the significance of the monument, the ES then goes on to address the question of the impact upon the setting. The principal arguments set out are that we do not know what the setting of the villa might have been in Roman times and that it would have been different to what it is now. The latter point is summarised at 12.1.118; ‘Current land-use does not reflect the original setting of the villa except in the most superficial sense that it was agricultural’ (my emphasis).

The reflection is far from superficial. Roman villas were a predominantly rural phenomenon, and this villa falls into that category. The word ‘villa’ itself is often taken as synonymous with ‘farm’, but perhaps ‘Romanised farmstead’ would be a better definition. As an economic entity, the villa drew its wealth from agricultural activity in the countryside which surrounded it, from its estate. Villas represented a rural lifestyle to which wealthier Romans, and those who wished to be associated with Rome, aspired.

‘It is clear..that a villa is a country phenomenon and not a town one: indeed  the phrase in villa is sometimes used almost with the meaning of ‘in the country’. (Percival, J., The Roman Villa, 14)

Obviously the precise use of the surrounding countryside during the period of occupation cannot now be determined (although it is highly unlikely to have been woodland, as suggested in 12.1.121); it probably changed over time, perhaps alternating from arable to pasture as the demands of the Roman-period economy changed. But we can be sure it was countryside, specifically farmland, and that it would have held some combination of crops and animals. The absence of archaeological finds in the area east of the monument is just that, an absence; it could simply indicate that this area was used for the extensive grazing that would have been the major land-use in the Cotswolds until relatively recent times. Even with modern intrusions, the setting remains farmland today, and this must contribute to the significance of the villa site, allowing some appreciation of its fundamentally rural character.

3.
The Aspect of the Villa

At 12.1.129 the ES states that the villa was aligned NNE - SSW, with either a portico or a closed corridor along the eastern long side. This conforms with almost all other villa plan forms, where the portico or corridor runs along the principal façade, which usually faced somewhere in an arc between south and east. 

‘Villas were consistently located to take advantage of southerly or easterly views. A Romano-British house that caught first light was more salubrious than one that could not, and architects strived to obtain this advantage. Some nine out of ten villas in Roman Britain faced south, southeast or east…These houses were turned to the sun.’ (Perring, D. The Roman House in Britain, 2002, p142)

Given the location of the portico/corridor and thus the location of the principal façade, there is no reason to doubt that this villa was intended to face ESE, notwithstanding the arguments given in 12.1.146 onwards. The Romans gave great importance to the view of the landscape from the villa, and a consideration of the topography here does indicate that the ground falls away to the southeast (the relief plan given in Appendix 10.1 is useful here), and the Oxfordshire Chilterns can be glimpsed in the distance beyond Oxford.

An argument with respect to the aspect of the villa is offered within the ES at 12.1.151 which seems particularly contrived, and appears to run as follows: the presence of a ditch to the south-east of the villa is indicative of a hedge; this hedge must have been high; the view was thus blocked, and so the main aspect cannot be to the south-east. This is entirely contradicted by the straightforward evidence of the ground plan of the villa building given above, and even if there was a hedge here there is no reason why it could not be trimmed to maintain a view. We do not therefore feel this argument carries any weight.

4.
The Impact of the Proposal

The buried archaeological remains have a setting which is currently rural, and that contributes to the significance of the monument. To the extent that this rurality would be lost by any development within the setting of the villa, the contribution would be diminished and significance harmed. While some limited views to open ground would be retained to the south-west and north-east, the overwhelming effect would be that the villa has been retained as an island in an area of development, and there would be no sense that this was a location deliberately chosen by its builders for the enjoyment of the rural surroundings. Further, the villa was clearly designed to enjoy an aspect over the surrounding countryside predominantly towards the south east; the new development (and any attempt at screening by a hedge) would block that view and remove the appreciation of this element of design: again, the significance of the historic asset would be harmed.

The level of harm needs to be considered against the fact that the site is indeed buried. As Setting advises, the form of survival of the asset needs to be taken into account. Were the villa still standing as a visible ruin, we would have no hesitation in advising that the harm would be substantial. As a buried site, we believe the harm to be less than substantial but nonetheless serious. Despite the arguments offered against any harm to the monument through the impact upon the setting, the conclusion within the ES itself (table 12.1.12, p306) is that the significance of the effect upon the setting of the monument would be major and negative, (it is there stated to be ‘reversible’, but that concept does not apply, given that the proposal involves the construction of a large number of new dwellings).

In terms of specifically heritage-linked public benefits, the removal of the site from ploughing and the provision of an interpretation board are clearly positive. The ES, however, concludes that the major negative effect it identifies can be outweighed by these benefits. We do not believe that the heritage-linked benefits offer any significant weight against the harm caused, and in any case both benefits could be achieved without the construction of 1500 houses. There remains significant and serious residual harm in this proposal.
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