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and Grenville (2007) have argued, the historic environment is valued because familiarity of the 
surrounding social and material environment can anchor societies and thus provide social cohesion 
(Magdin, 2009). People do, of course, want new buildings and good new architecture, but they also want 
their cultural landscapes to have connections with the past (Fairclough, 2009). Heritage is therefore a 
deliberate act of selection, being what we decide to preserve, not an entity in its own right (Ashworth, 
2002; Blake, 2000; Fairclough, 2009). It is thus the result of an intentional choice to create, maintain and 
preserve selected places (Phelps et al, 2002; Lowenthal, 1998; Russell, 2010).  

This paper will discuss these issues in relation to two theatres which have recently been assessed 
for designation in North West England, the Palace Theatre in Nelson, and the Tameside Hippodrome in 
Ashton-under-Lyne; both of which do not conform to what might traditionally be considered as heritage 
sites, and both of which had a local community who fought hard in their attempts to retain them. Having 
considered these it then asks whether the proposals set out in the new Localism Act for lists of ‘assets of 
community value’, could help to provide a sustainable future for buildings such as these. 

Statutory designation 
Most countries have heritage management systems that include legislative protection for heritage assets, 
and there is often a fundamental acceptance within state-run agencies that the heritage they protect will 
be of benefit to future generations, and to quality of life (Cowell, 2004; Schofield, 2008). In England, sites 
which are considered to have ‘special interest’ are designated as such by the Department for Culture 
Media and Sport, and are therefore added to the National Heritage List for England. This is carried out on 
the advice of English Heritage, the government’s non-departmental statutory adviser. As part of current 
PhD research, five-hundred applications for Statutory designation have been analyzed, and through this it 
is clear that many of the applications are made in an attempt to keep the site open and in use, especially 
those sites which are community assets/resources, for example libraries, churches, theatres and so on. 
These sites are often very important to the local community, often for their social and cultural value rather 
than for traditional conservation values.  

The statutory protection of heritage in England, however, has historically been restricted to the 
preservation of isolated sites and monuments which are considered to be of national importance (Hunter, 
1996). This ideology still flows through much of the legislation and policy in England, despite a gradual 
shift in emphasis over the past one hundred and fifty years from seeing heritage as a physical entity 
passed down from one generation to the next, to a much wider definition which includes anything from 
the past which is valued in the present (Schofield, 2008). This definition of heritage as iconic, national 
monuments, is defined by Smith (2006) as the Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD), which places an 
emphasis on decision-making by heritage experts in a professional, objective environment (Hobson, 2004). 
Smith argues that the AHD naturalizes a range of assumptions about the nature and meaning of heritage, 
placing primary attention on the physical objects of heritage, which are often linked to ideas of the nation.  

However, it is becoming increasingly clear that people are now less likely to accept the ‘authorized’ 
view, preferring instead to choose for themselves what kind of past to believe in (Thomas, 2008). From 
the 1990s onwards, therefore, the social value of heritage and ‘lived’ interpretation have become key 
concepts in academic debate (Kristiansen, 1998), and recent planning policy in England, as well as English 
Heritage documents such as Conservation Principles (English Heritage, 2008), does seem to demonstrate 
an awareness of the multivocality of heritage. At the designation level, however, and even within these 
documents, the expert view and the primacy of historic fabric is still dominant; with many in the heritage 
sector being reluctant to acknowledge that the values ascribed by local communities are as valid as their 
own ‘expert’ opinion (Byrne, 2008). Social and cultural significance, therefore, is still not widely accepted 
in practice, with fabric-focused, professionally defined assessments remaining the dominant paradigm of 
significance (Carman, 1996; Gibson, 2009). Despite growing emphasis on the value of local communities, 
therefore, concern for the involvement of the public remains to be converted into inclusive public debate 
(Poulios, 2011).  Therefore, of the three interrelated objectives of conservation - physical, spatial and 
social - the most neglected aspect is social, which although difficult to define, is arguably the most 
important as effective conservation and sustainable development relies on the support of residents, 
property owners and those who depend on the area for their livelihoods (Nasser, 2003). 

National designation applications 
The places people tend to feel most attached to, are often the mundane and everyday places that are not 
deemed to be special enough to be offered statutory protection in the form of designation (Atkinson, 
2008; Fairclough 2009; Schofield & Szymanski, 2011). They are the ‘everyday’ heritage sites that form our 
cultural landscapes, the seemingly ordinary and mundane houses, shops and offices that we live and work 
in, and which make up the local street scene (Ross, 1991). However, despite a strong participatory 
rhetoric from the current and previous governments in relation to community engagement, the social 
value which is attached to seemingly mundane and ‘everyday’ sites is often considered to be of less 
importance, or in fact not relevant.  

Applications for statutory designation in England can be made by anyone, and 49.2% of the 
applications analyzed were submitted by members of the public. In addition, almost half (42.8%) refer to 
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with lack of consultation often being the main objection, especially in relation to planning decisions which 
affect local heritage landmarks. 

As the two case studies have shown, the need felt by local communities to protect sites which are 
significant to them has become much more vocalized in recent years. However, local attachment and 
social significance is often not understood or taken into account in both designation and planning 
decisions, with demolition and new development often being promoted based on a definition of heritage 
which is divorced from any detailed understanding of local issues and needs (Magdin, 2009). So-called 
‘bottom-up’ solutions, though, can enable local distinctiveness to be safeguarded through common 
ownership by the local community (Rodwell, 2007), and this has been the focus of recent government 
policy. 

Following elections in May 2010, a new Coalition Government came into power in the UK, with a 
manifesto focused on what they have called the ‘Big Society’. This is in essence a localism agenda, aimed 
at decentralization and the devolvement of power from central to local government; and so in November 
2011 the new Localism Bill was enacted. One of the main aims of the Big Society, is to enable local 
communities to become more self-sufficient and less reliant on state provision, as well as encouraging 
them to take local action. Thus, there are a number of measures aimed at empowering local communities 
to enable them to take a much more active role in local decision-making, particularly in relation to 
planning and development (DCLG, n.d). The 2011 Localism Act, therefore, represents a profound shift in 
the way that the English planning system will now work, with local communities much more directly 
engaged with development (Chitty, 2012). 

Community empowerment 

The Act presents a number of opportunities for local communities to protect, or have recognized, aspects 
of their cultural landscapes which they find significant and which can have a sustainable future. The 
Community Empowerment section, for example, includes a policy which will require local authorities to 
maintain a list of assets of community value, with sites nominated for inclusion by the local community. 
Community groups will also have a right to bid for the purchase of assets on the lists should they come up 
for sale, or to take over their use through asset transfer, and the Department for Communities and Local 
Government (DCLG) states that ‘this will help local communities keep much-loved sites in public use and 
part of local life.’ (DCLG, n.d.). The definition of an asset of community value within the Act is a building 
or land whose actual current or future use furthers social well-being and the interests of the local 
community, and a site for which it is realistic to believe that there will continue to be a use which furthers 
the social well-being of the community, whether or not this is the same use (DCLG, 2011). These lists are 
not intended, therefore, to be lists of locally significant heritage assets. However, as noted above, 
designation requests are often made in an attempt to ‘save’ a local community asset from being closed 
and/or demolished, with statutory designation often being considered as the only way to do this. The 
reason the community wish for the building to be retained in these cases is not principally for its 
architectural or historic interest, but to ensure its continued use as a community asset; and as Rodwell 
(2007, p.207) has stated, establishing continuity of function is the sin qua non of successful conservation 
and sustainable development. 

New Neighbourhood planning powers also suggest that local people will be able to protect the 
things that matter to them (Chitty, 2012), as general planning policies for the development and use of 
land in an area can be established through a neighbourhood plan. These will be taken forward by Parish or 
Town councils, or in non-parished areas (mainly cities), by new Neighbourhood Development Forums, and 
they will provide communities with a greater say over how their local area changes over time. Plans will 
outline the characteristics of a place, the elements which communities may wish to preserve, and the 
areas which can be subject to change, and once ratified by the District council, will be consulted before 
any planning decisions are taken (English Heritage, n.d.). This may therefore provide an opportunity for 
communities to ‘save’ what matters to them without the need for formal designation. In fact, one of the 
designation applications assessed as part of the analysis outlined above, all of which were submitted while 
the Act was being developed, stated that ‘New Coalition Government proposals would not allow this lack of 
consultation to happen: these old buildings would be saved if this policy was in law now.’ (no. 72). 

Concerns 

However, there are a number of areas of concern with these tools in relation to heritage and sustainable 
development. Consideration of the historic environment in the development of Neighbourhood Plans, for 
example, can ensure that they are sustainable, and if heritage is included within the plan, this should 
mean that development is properly integrated with what already exists, thus ensuring the continuance of 
local distinctiveness (English Heritage, n.d.). However, this necessitates communities to include heritage 
within the plan, without any specific requirement to do so, meaning that in areas where the plan is drawn 
up by a predominantly business community, it may not be included. In addition, although they are drafted 
by the community, they must be agreed with the District council before being formally ratified, which may 
result in the plan being somewhat different to what was originally envisaged at the start.  
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The planning policy which underpins the Act has also been the subject of concern. This takes the 
form of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), which was published in Spring 2012 (DCLG, 
2012). This framework has as its over-arching policy a presumption in favor of sustainable development 
(DCLG, 2011). However, it has been suggested that the definition of sustainable development used within 
the document is perhaps better described as sustained development (Burges, 2012; Youngson, 2012), 
with a focus on economic development rather than the definition of sustainable development contained 
within the 1987 Bruntland Report, with which we are much more familiar. However, the Framework does 
state that identified heritage assets, whether nationally designated or not, are a material consideration in 
the planning process, and in paragraph 131 states that when considering planning applications, local 
authorities should take account of ‘the desirability of sustaining and enhancing the significance of heritage 
assets and putting them to viable uses consistent with their conservation’ (DCLG, 2012, 31). 

In addition, the concept of ‘community’ that is used in the Big Society literature follows the 
normative ideal of something which is ‘‘good’, ‘safe’ and ‘comfortable’’ (Smith & Waterton, 2009). It should 
not be assumed, though, that everyone within a community will necessarily agree with each other. 
Throughout the Act and the supporting guidance, there is also a clear emphasis on the ‘traditional’ Parish 
Council, and when looking a little closer at the lists of assets of community value, a community nomination 
is defined as being a nomination from a parish council, or if there isn’t one, then from a voluntary or 
community body with a local connection. However, the District Council in each area will specify what it 
considers to be a ‘community body’, so it could therefore be different in each area. The localism agenda 
would therefore seem to have an essentialised view of ‘local’, focussed mainly on village life. For example, 
in relation to assets of community value, DCLG (n.d.) state that communities will be able to save the last 
village post-office or the local pub, with the idea of local importance at city level not being considered.  
How will it work in an urban context, therefore, where the ‘traditional’ community or neighbourhood is 
perhaps less well-defined? There are, for example, other communities of interest in addition to that which 
is geographically local, not least the business community, as well as tourists and regular visitors. 

Conclusions 
It is now recognized that there is a plurality of views and perceptions in relation to heritage (Schofield, 
2009; Gibson & Pendlebury, 2009), and that everyone will have their own special places which hold 
meanings for a variety of different reasons (Davis, 2005). This means that there are multiple stakeholders, 
each with their own idea of what is significant about a site/place (Benton, 2010). However, designation 
decisions and the conservation of the historic environment in England favors the physical, material aspects 
of heritage, despite an increasingly strong desire from local communities for the protection of sites due to 
their socio-cultural significance. Thus, although the academic community has now recognized that there is 
a multivocality of significance at heritage sites, this is not yet recognized by those involved in the decision-
making process (Belford, 2011; Gibson, 2009; Smith, 2004). 

This analysis, however, has shown that individuals and local communities no longer simply support 
conservation; they are now becoming actively involved in seeking to have their own sense of heritage 
acknowledged and legitimized (Smith & Waterton, 2009, p.36), with nearly half the requests made for 
statutory designation in England referring to the local significance of the site. Any sustainable future for 
historic towns and cities, therefore, must not be concerned with just the continuity of iconic and 
'nationally' significant sites and buildings, but also with the continuity of living culture (Nasser, 2003), the 
genius loci that characterises what might seem to an outsider to be a mundane or 'everyday' cityscape. 
The national designation criteria exclude large numbers of locally significant buildings, with these sites 
often considered to be simply less significant and not important. However, this 'everyday' heritage is part 
of the local distinctiveness of our cities, being an essential component of cultural identity, sense of place, 
community and belonging.   

The national lists cannot easily deal with the need to recognise the social significance of these 
sites, but the localism bill does seem to offer a number of opportunities for local communities to protect or 
‘save’ these sites, and to provide a sustainable future for them. As English Heritage (n.d.) has stated in 
guidance on Neighbourhood Plans, for example, the value of local heritage is to its local community, and it 
is therefore important for it to be protected at the local level by those who treasure it most. This could 
potentially be achieved either through the involvement of the community in the decision-making process 
as part of neighbourhood planning, or by the nomination of sites for inclusion on lists of assets of 
community value. However, given it's essentialist notion of the 'local', and focus on village life, it is unclear 
how it will work in an urban context where there may be competing local, national and international 
communities of interest. 

At the Tameside Hippodrome in particular, there would certainly seem to be support for using the 
building as a community asset, and it would therefore fit the definition of an asset of community value as 
outlined in the Act, and it seems that the Council agrees, with an asset transfer already progressing. 
However, these tools are relatively new and thus there is only very limited empirical evidence for the 
successful use of the Act in the context of heritage and sustainable development, especially in relation to 
Neighbourhood Planning, which is not yet fully implemented. Therefore, it is unclear whether other assets 
across the country would necessarily be transferred to local community groups and re-opened, or if the 
community would actually want to be involved with this. In addition, although communities would be able 
to nominate sites for inclusion on the lists, it is the District Council who ultimately decides what is added to 
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it, and once a building is added, there are no restrictions on what the owner of the site can do with it, 
although it will be considered to be a material consideration in the planning process. Further analysis is 
therefore required to fully asses the success of the new legislation in providing a sustainable future for 
local heritage assets, and this will form the basis of future research by this author. 
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