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[bookmark: rtf_text]Ms Claire Shearing	Direct Dial: 0207 973 3642		
Sevenoaks District Council	 		
Council Offices	Our ref: P01118231		
Argyle Road	 		
Sevenoaks	 		
Kent	 		
TN13 1HG	20 November 2019		


Dear Ms Shearing

T&CP (Development Management Procedure) (England) Order 2015
& Planning (Listed Buildings & Conservation Areas) Regulations 1990

DSTL FORT HALSTEAD CROW DRIVE HALSTEAD SEVENOAKS KENT TN14 7BU
Application No. 19/05000/HYB

Thank you for your letter of 17 October 2019 regarding the above application for planning permission. On the basis of the information available to date, we offer the following advice to assist your authority in determining the application.

Summary
Fort Halstead contains a scheduled monument and several listed buildings. These buildings and the site in general is of national heritage significance because of a role in the defence of London in the nineteenth-century and strategic armaments research during the twentieth-century.

The development will cause some additional harm to heritage significance as compared to the previously consented scheme; this is due to the re-design of the Village Centre. We recommend that you consider carefully whether these changes are truly justified and outweighed by the public benefits of the scheme (NPPF, paras. 194 & 196). If they are not, we recommend that this aspect of the proposal is re-considered in order to ensure the proposal is fully compliant with the NPPF. If the Village Centre were more sensitively designed with regard to heritage significance, we think the proposal could create a settlement that sustains the most important elements of the place’s heritage while creating a new locally distinctive settlement.

We are pleased to see provision for refurbishment of the scheduled monument and conversion and opening of a heritage interpretation centre although we would wish to see more details. We therefore strongly recommend that, if you are minded to grant permission, this is made conditional on the implementation of a Management Plan and s.106 agreement, which have been submitted and approved before any development works commence. We would be pleased to comment on any such submitted documents.

Where harm to historic buildings will occur provision should be made for recording and analysis to an agreed specification and the curation of documentary archives in an appropriate and approved archive. You should defer to KCC’s Heritage Conservation Team with regard to the treatment of undesignated buildings and archaeological remains.

Where work is proposed within the scheduled monument a prior application for scheduled monument consent will be needed. We will be pleased to offer further guidance and to advise about scheduled monument consent applications in due course.

Historic England Advice
Significance

Fort Halstead, which was probably constructed between 1895-7, is a mobilisation centre of the London Defence Positions, which was a 70 mile long chain of fortified redoubts to the south and east of London from where volunteer forces could collect equipment and ammunition in the event of an invasion. In such circumstances, the 13 mobilisation centres would be further fortified and earthworks would be rapidly built between them from where a defence could be mounted using mobile armaments. Fort Halstead is the largest mobilisation centre and has expense magazines and emplacements for field artillery and machine guns on the ramparts (but no emplacements for fixed artillery); of all of the mobilisation centres, it comes closest to a traditional fort.

The London Defence Positions scheme was the final phase in the evolution of permanently fortified land fronts in England. It also foreshadowed future military strategy in adopting more fluid and decentralised defensive tactics and adopting infantry and mobile armaments more than fixed artillery. Fixed fortifications became obsolete as mobile approaches to defence evolved further and naval defence found greater favour and the London Defence Scheme was abolished in 1907. However, the mobilisation centres were then adapted for other purposes; during the First World War the mobilisation centre was used as a defendable ammunition store in the London anti-invasion stop-line and then in 1937, after sixteen years of private ownership, the War Office bought the site to accommodate the Projectile Development Establishment. During the late 1930’s, pioneering research into rocketry was undertaken in the mobilisation centre and an experimental rocket filling shed was built specifically for this work.

After the end of the war, Fort Halstead became the top-secret High Explosives Research headquarters with the task of developing Britain’s atomic bomb, known as ‘Blue Danube’. Although few records are publicly accessible it is known that Fort Halstead personnel were responsible for developing high explosive and electronic detonators for the atomic bomb. Further buildings were built within and outside the mobilisation centre specifically for this work and pre-existing ones were also used in association with it. Britain exploded its first atomic bomb on the Mont Bello Islands, Australia on 3 October 1952. 

Atomic weapons research and development continued at Fort Halstead until 1955 when staff transferred to the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston (Berkshire). Fort Halstead has since continued as a government defence research establishment investigating explosives. 

To protect the heritage significance of the nineteenth-century mobilisation centre it has been designated a scheduled monument. The scheduling includes the mobilisation centre, its earthworks, ditch, magazines, casemates and ammunition stores (building numbers F2, F3, F4, F5, F6, F7, F8 and F9), though also the Second World War firewatcher’s post. 

To protect the heritage significance of the most important twentieth-century armaments research buildings these are designated as listed buildings. These are an experimental rocket filling shed of 1938 (building F11), which is listed at grade II; the Bomb Chamber (F16) and the Detonation Chamber (F17), both constructed in 1947, which are listed at grade II*; and the 1949 Penney Building (Q14), where the prototype warhead and its ballistic casing were assembled, which is listed at grade II. 

Other buildings are also of heritage significance although they are not listed, including the 1915 ammunition lab (later Colonel Bradshaw’s house) within the mobilisation centre (F14); the 1949 recording lab within the mobilisation centre (F18); other buildings associated with the mobilisation centre (A10, A11, A13, A14); and twentieth-century armaments research (Q1, Q12 & Q13, X2, X3, X38), which provide a visual and contextual setting for the designated heritage assets.

The mobilisation centre is known locally and in the application documents as “the fort” and the wider research establishment, currently occupied by DSTL and QinetiQ, is known as “Fort Halstead”; these terms will be adopted hereafter for clarity.

Impact

General Development Design

Historic England gave comments on a previous application for this site in 2015. We stated that we could support the planning application subject to further details being provided about the repair, conservation, re-purposing and maintenance of the scheduled fort. Since that time, the development proposal has been amended. The most notable change is that the current proposal will involve a greater quantum and density of development than the consented scheme, with the number of proposed residential units rising from 450 to 750. 

The new proposal does involve less demolition of historic buildings which are associated with the fort and the later research establishment. We are therefore supportive of this particular aspect of the new proposal, and in particular the retention of building A10 which we have previously recommended be considered for retention. 

For the most part, we think that the greater quantum and density of development will not have an additional impact upon the setting of the scheduled fort; this is primarily because the majority of additional development will be some distance from it. The only exception is that extra development that is now planned within the Village Centre; and in particular that part of the Village Centre which sits immediately opposite the fort’s entrance (i.e. Blocks A & B and buildings Q13 & Q14).

We were content to support the previous proposals for the Village Centre as we believed the design would not only conserve, but in some respects also enhance, the setting of the fort. For instance, it involved the demolition of Q12 which would allow clear views to be re-established between the fort entrance and buildings Q13 and Q14, thus allowing a better sense of their historic connectivity and contextual relationship. It also involved the retention of building Q1; one of a cluster of twentieth-century armaments research buildings which - as a whole - provide an important context both for the fort and the listed Penney Building. 

In general, the previous design also involved relatively little new development within this cluster of buildings - conserving its character and relationship to the fort. It also retained a considerable buffer of open space immediately adjacent to the fort which ensured that new development would not compete with understanding of the fort’s defensive purpose. Rather than competing with the fort’s visual dominance, the new development succeeded instead in ‘framing’ the fort in views and ensuring it remained a central dominant feature with the overall development design.  

Unfortunately, the current design of the Village Centre not only fails to enhance the fort's setting but actually causes additional impact to it. This is for several reasons: the new proposal would see the demolition and loss of building Q1; the introduction of a considerable number of tall blocks within this important historic cluster and in far closer proximity to the fort; the partial blocking of significant views between the fort entrance and buildings Q13/14; and the loss of the important buffer of open space along the fort’s northern edge.

We understand that this extra density of development has been introduced in response to allocations within the emerging local plan; and that this extra development within the Village Centre could be omitted (thus additional harm to significance avoided) whilst still achieving a perfectly viable and deliverable scheme. 

This point aside, we also think that extra development within the Village Centre could have been delivered more sensitively. For instance, additional development could have been more appropriately accommodated to the north-east of Q13 (currently a village green) as this would have allowed the retention of Q1, an open buffer adjacent to the fort, and unimpeded views towards Q13/Q14. In general, moving Blocks A and B towards the back of the development plot - i.e. further from the fort - would also have ensured they imposed less upon the fort’s setting. 

Proposals for the scheduled fort

The previous planning application was supported by a Management Plan and Draft S.106 Agreement which set out broad proposals for the use of particular buildings in the fort, and represented a plausible approach to their conservation, sustainable use, future management and maintenance. We were supportive in principle of these proposals but advised that we would need to see more detail provided, in order to ensure that these proposals would definitely be delivered in conjunction in line with the rest of the development.  

We note that this application still proposes to repair, conserve and re-purpose the fort as a Historic Interpretation Centre with workshop space, and maintain and manage it into the future by means of a management company or community trust. However, we note that no further details - not even the previous Management Plan or Draft s.106 agreement - have been provided in support of this proposal. All of our previous advice regarding this aspect of the proposal therefore still applies, and we have thus reproduced our previous comments below:
 
It is not yet clear what maintenance, repair, refurbishment and other enabling work is necessary to effectively transfer the fort to a trust or management company and adapt it as a heritage interpretation centre. We would therefore require a revised Management Plan which addresses detailed conservation objectives, the financial feasibility of a heritage interpretation centre, or management and conservation issues, such as the condition surveys, maintenance, repairs, landscaping, security, provision of facilities and interpretation, and the curation of documentary archives, which might all have an impact on the heritage significance of the place. 

There are also some issues, such as views and setting, which need some further consideration with further provision made for revealing heritage significance. For example, we think that tree cover currently obscures views of the fort earthworks that are important aspects of its heritage significance, particularly views westwards along Crow Road and southwards from the proposed village centre. Also, views along and down the scarp, which are largely blocked by woodland at present, seem likely to obscure historic lines-of-fire from the artillery emplacements within the fort or along potential lines of entrenchments that would have been dug in the event of invasion. 

There is also a need for a revised s. 106 agreement which includes provision for the future management of the fort, although we note the two options for governance; a management company or a community trust. Whatever option is preferred, duties for conservation of heritage significance are necessary to avoid the potential neglect of heritage significance in favour of other duties and unintended consequences (such as a right for future owners to buy property that is intended to provide revenue for management). A s. 106 agreement would also need to include provision for the retained heritage assets to be repaired, marketed and reused at key stages of the development process, which are necessary guarantees that appropriate new uses will be found.

Policy

Under the NPPF it is a core planning principle to conserve heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance, so that they can be enjoyed for their contribution to the quality of life of this and future generations (para.184 NPPF). When considering the impact of a proposed development on the significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should therefore be given to the asset’s conservation. The more important the asset, the greater the weight should be (para. 193 NPPF). 

Pursuing sustainable development involves seeking positive improvements in the quality of the built, natural and historic environment. Your authority should therefore also seek to improve proposals so that they avoid or minimise harm to the significance of designated heritage assets (para. 190 NPPF).   

In determining applications, local planning authorities should also take account of: 
a) the desirability of sustaining and enhancing the significance of heritage assets and putting them to viable uses consistent with their conservation; 
b) the positive contribution that conservation of heritage assets can make to sustainable communities including their economic vitality; and 
c) the desirability of new development making a positive contribution to local character and distinctiveness (para. 192 NPPF). 

Local planning authorities should also look for opportunities for new development within the setting of heritage assets, to enhance or better reveal their significance. Proposals that preserve those elements of the setting that make a positive contribution to the asset (or which better reveal its significance) should be treated favourably (para. 200 NPPF). 

Significance can be harmed or lost through alteration or destruction of the heritage asset or development within its setting. As heritage assets are irreplaceable, any harm or loss should require clear and convincing justification (para.194 NPPF). The onus is therefore on you to rigorously test the necessity of any harmful works.

If a proposal cannot be amended to avoid all harm, then if the proposal would lead to less than substantial harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, this harm should be weighed against the public benefits of the proposal, including securing its optimum viable use (para.132, NPPF). 

Position

The development proposal poses some harm to heritage significance both through impact upon the setting of designated assets, and through direct impact to non-designated assets (many of which form an important context for the scheduled fort and listed buildings). 

We did not object to the previous scheme as we thought it struck an appropriate balance in preserving key groups of buildings (not just the listed and scheduled ones) which can adequately convey the important historical events that took place at Fort Halstead. We considered that it also brought some enhancements to the setting of Fort Halstead (through design of the adjacent Village Centre).

Whilst the new application allows for the retention of even more historic buildings (which we support), we think that its re-design of the Village Centre will no longer enhance, and indeed have an additional detrimental impact upon, the fort’s setting. We think that this aspect of the proposal therefore fails to meet the requirements of paragraph 193 of the NPPF, which requires that proposals conserve designated assets in a manner appropriate to their significance. Whilst you may have treated the last application favourably for providing some enhancement of the monument’s setting (in line with paragraphs 192 and 200 of the NPPF), we do not think that the current application delivers as well against these requirements. 

We are also not sure that clear and convincing justification for this aspect of the proposal has been provided (as required by the NPPF, para. 194). We understand that the previous proposal is still a viable and deliverable option; and that the new application involves more housing primarily because of an allocation in the emerging local plan. Careful consideration would need to be given as to whether this truly constitutes convincing justification for the additional harm caused to the scheduled fort, particularly when one considers that the plan has not yet been adopted. Historic England also commented on this plan at the time, stating that more robust assessments of the potential heritage impacts of the allocations should be carried out before it was determined. 

Even if this extra density of development is justified, we think that it could be provided within the development in a way that is far more sensitive to heritage significance, in accordance with paragraph 190 of the NPPF. 

We therefore think that a re-design of the Village Centre should be seriously considered in order to ensure the application’s full compliance with the NPPF. With a sensitive re-design (e.g. reducing development density in Village Centre), we think that the development proposal could create a settlement that sustains the most important elements of the place’s history while creating a new locally distinctive settlement.

We are supportive in principle of the plans for the scheduled fort however we would require more detail to ensure these heritage benefits - which are after all an important part of the original justification of the scheme - are delivered successfully and in a timely manner. If permission is granted for this proposal, we would therefore strongly recommend that permission is conditional on implementation of a management plan and s.106 agreement which provide all necessary further details. 

We do not wish to comment in detail on the effect of the proposed development on undesignated historic buildings, which we see as a role of your Council. The KCC Heritage Conservation Team will advise you about undesignated archaeological remains and we also do not anticipate commenting in detail on this aspect of the application. 

The application does not specify works within the scheduled monument, though it is likely that the establishment of a heritage interpretation centre and conversion of some buildings within the fort will require them at some stage. Such works will require a prior application for scheduled monument consent and pre-determination and/or post-determination archaeological assessment is likely to be necessary. We will be pleased to offer further guidance and to advise about applications for scheduled monument consent in due course.

Recommendation

In determining this application, you should consider carefully whether the additional harm caused by re-design of the Village Centre is clearly and convincingly justified and outweighed by the public benefits of the scheme. If it is not, we recommend that you request that this area is re-designed (e.g. be reducing development density) in order to fully comply with the requirements of the NPPF. We would be pleased to advise the applicant further on this matter, should they wish. 

If you are minded to grant planning permission, we strongly recommend that the permission is conditional on implementation of a management plan and s.106 agreement, that have been submitted and approved before any development works commence. We would welcome the opportunity to comment on these documents if and when they are submitted. 

The management plan and s.106 agreement would need to address the following points: 

1.	More information should be provided (within a Management Plan) about what maintenance, repair, refurbishment and other enabling work is necessary to transfer the fort to a trust or management company and to adapt it into a heritage interpretation centre, including the adaptive use of particular buildings and provision to reveal key views and aspects of its setting. 

2.	A s.106 agreement should be produced for the development. This should include provisions within the draft s.106 agreement previously submitted (we can provide a copy) but also information in relation to the following:

a)	Agreement of the details of the structure, governance and funding of a community trust or management company, which should demonstrate specific duties and protections with respect to the conservation of the fort and any other heritage assets for which it will be responsible;
b)	Agreement that a detailed management plan for the fort will be submitted for approval of the Council and Historic England prior to completion of the development.
c)	Agreement that the retained heritage assets will be repaired marketed and occupied at key stages of the development process. We think that the following action should be completed in relation to all the retained buildings before agreed milestones:
i.	Comprehensive external repairs will be carried out in accordance with a schedule of works to be agreed in advance by the Council and Historic England;
ii.	If conversions are not being carried out by the applicants, 'shell and core' type alterations should be carried out in compliance with approved details.
iii.	Active marketing should take place at realistic prices, and tenures for suitable uses and with appropriate curtilages offered according to a strategy to be approved in advance by the Council.
iv.	The retained buildings should all be in use prior to agreed milestones, and at the latest before the final 20 units are occupied.

4.	Where harm to potentially historic buildings will occur provision should be made for historic recording and analysis to an agreed specification and the curation of documentary archives in an appropriate and approved archive.


We would welcome the opportunity of advising further. Please consult us again if any additional information or amendments are submitted. If, notwithstanding our advice, you propose to approve the scheme in its present form, please advise us of the date of the committee and send us a copy of your report at the earliest opportunity.



Yours sincerely

Maria Buczak
Assistant Inspector of Ancient Monuments
E-mail: maria.buczak@HistoricEngland.org.uk

cc: Lis Dyson, KCC Heritage Conservation Team
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