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1. Introduction 

1.1 Conservation of any kind is the means by which man makes best use of his 
resources, for the benefit of present and future generations. In the natural world 
conservation ranges from the protection of individual species to entire habitats, so 
as to ensure the well-being of the wider environment in which we all live. Similarly, 
conservation of the built environment is the method by which we retain and protect 
those man-made aspects of the environment that society values – be they 
prehistoric stone circles, Roman temples, medieval cathedrals, Georgian terraces 
or even (the once-ubiquitous) red telephone kiosks – in order that they may be 
experienced, studied and enjoyed by society as a whole. 

1.2 The reasons why we wish to retain certain buildings and structures are often 
concerned with historic and aesthetic factors but more personal issues such as a 
sense of place, a sense of identity, a sense of security (in the familiar) and a 
sense of connection with our ancestors should not be overlooked. Regardless of 
motivation, conservation of the built environment often results in places of high 
quality, both in physical and social terms. Consequently such places can be more 
desirable locations in which to live and work, making it easier for them to attract 
inward investment for business, industry, education and tourism. For that reason, 
those with an interest in the viability of any town or city often view conservation as 
an important consideration in the decision-making process. 

2. Conservation in a National Context 

2.1 Since the late nineteenth century, when development pressures in Britain first 
caused wide-scale harm to what we now refer to as the historic environment, 
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efforts have been made to ensure that change occurs in a more managed form, so 
that the contribution made by existing buildings and areas is taken into account. 

2.2 Today statutory protection is afforded to buildings and areas considered to be of 
architectural and historic interest through two mechanisms – the listing of 
individual buildings and the designating of conservation areas (explained in more 
detail below). Such protection does not necessarily preclude alteration but allows 
the importance and contribution made by these buildings and areas to be fully 
assessed as part of the decision-making process, thereby ensuring that this 
valuable resource is not lost in needless fashion. It is increasingly the case that 
heritage assets are seen as the catalysts to, and focal points of, successful 
redevelopment projects, rather than an impediment to necessary change... 

2.3 Under the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act of 1990 central 
government (or its representative) is responsible for identifying buildings of special 
architectural or historic interest. Any building or structure so identified is then 
afforded statutory protection through the process of being added to the lists of 
such buildings compiled by central government (hence the term ‘listed building’). 

2.4 There are three grades of listed building: grade II (that is, grade two), grade II* 
(two starred) and grade I. The vast majority of listed buildings are protected at 
grade II (approximately 94%). Those of even greater significance are listed at 
grade II* (about 4%) and those of greatest importance at grade I (roughly 2%). 

2.5 Once listed, permission is required from the relevant authority to make any 
change affecting the special interest of a listed building. Such permission is called 
Listed Building Consent. Local planning authorities may determine applications 
relating to grade II listed buildings without recourse to any consultation with 
English Heritage but are required to consult that body with regards to applications 
relating to buildings listed at the higher grades. The local planning authority is also 
required to refer any recommendation to grant consent for a higher grade building 
to the Secretary of State if the recommendation is contrary to advice received from 
English Heritage. The setting of a listed building is also a material consideration in 
the determination of any relevant planning application. 

2.6 Conservation areas are defined as having special architectural or historic interest, 
the character or appearance of which it is desirable to preserve or enhance. 
Protection is afforded through a process referred to as designation. In the case of 
conservation areas, designation may be made at local level, although the 
Secretary of State and English Heritage also possess powers to designate. 
Permission is required to demolish a building within a conservation area (subject 
to certain exemptions). Furthermore, in determining any planning application 
affecting a conservation area, local planning authorities have a duty to seek the 
preservation or enhancement referred to above. Subject to minimum size 
considerations, trees within conservation areas are also afforded a degree of 
protection. 

2.7 Within national policy and guidance, conservation areas (like listed buildings and 
scheduled monuments) are referred to as designated heritage assets because 
they have been identified as having particular historic interest and therefore 
afforded statutory protection. 
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3. Conservation in Gravesham 

3.1 Like all locals councils, Gravesham has its list of buildings of special architectural 
or historic interest, containing the details of all those buildings and structures 
within the borough that have been afforded statutory protection by central 
government. The Council has several hundred listed buildings, the vast majority of 
which are listed at grade II, reflecting closely the national average cited previously. 

3.2 The borough also has twenty-three conservation areas, just over half of which are 
within the urban or suburban parts of Gravesend.  

3.3 The means by which the Council secures the future of its designated assets are 
numerous, although much of it falls within the realm of planning control. As noted, 
proposed changes to listed buildings are considered under the mechanism of 
Listed Building Consent, whist proposed demolitions within conservation areas are 
assessed via applications for Conservation Area Consent. In addition, relevant 
planning applications must also be assessed for their impact on listed buildings 
and conservation areas. Conservation area status assists the Council in seeking 
and securing high quality new development in such areas. Extensive pre-
application discussion often occurs between the potential applicant and planning 
officers in order that the application itself has the best chance of being approved. 

3.4 Where any application is refused by the Council the applicant may appeal that 
decision with the Planning Inspectorate. The Council has a good track record of 
successfully defending its decisions, as a result of those decisions having been 
based on both national and local planning policies and supplementary guidance. 

3.5 National policy currently takes the form of Planning Policy Statement 5: Planning 
for the Historic Environment. Local policy is contained within the adopted local 
plan.  

3.6 In terms of supplementary guidance the Council also executes its duties under the 
Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 to create appraisals 
and accompanying management plans for each of its conservation areas. These 
appraisals assist both applicants and planners in terms of the suitability of any 
proposal, and also prove invaluable to the Council at appeals.  They also prove to 
be of considerable interest to the general public. 

3.7 Appraisals and Management Plans for all Urban Conservation Areas have been 
adopted by the council and are available on the council’s web site.  Those for the 
rural areas are nearing completion and will go through the adoption process in 
2011-2012. 

3.8 In addition to the appraisals and management plans noted above, the Council 
produces guidance notes on matters of conservation and design, to assist those 
with an interest in designated heritage assets, be they owners of listed buildings or 
conservation area properties, developers or architects seeking planning 
permission, or the general public wishing to gain a better understanding of 
heritage and conservation issues. These guidance notes, like the appraisals and 
management plans, are easily accessible and available to download via the 
Council’s website. They are also available as hard copies if preferred.  Those 
currently available include Shop front Design, Listed Buildings, Article 4 Directions 
and Conservation Areas. 
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3.9 In seeking to fulfil its duty and aspiration to preserve and enhance the character 
and appearance of its conservation areas a significant tool available to the Council 
is the Article 4 Direction. This brings within planning control certain changes (such 
as those to windows or doors) that are normally classed as permitted development 
not requiring specific approval. Ad hoc, inappropriate changes to buildings can 
cause incremental erosion to the character and appearance of conservation areas 
over the years, leaving them visually poorer and this is a nationwide problem.  
Following public consultation within the Borough to establish that there is 
widespread support for such action, Article 4 Directions have been made for the 
majority of its conservation areas, thereby arresting the harm caused and allowing 
the damage to be progressively undone in the future as applications are received 
to replace fabric affected. 

3.10 Accompanying planning control is a means by which to care for the borough’s 
built-heritage.  In recent years the Council has adopted a more pro-active stance 
in terms of the condition and presentation of its heritage assets. This has involved 
an extensive programme of grant-aided repair and restoration, primarily using 
significant funds from a number of grant schemes run by English Heritage and 
Heritage Lottery Fund.  In target areas such as the High Street, Gravesend, the 
Heritage Economic Regeneration Scheme (HERS), an English Heritage grant 
scheme, has transformed the appearance of the town’s historic core and Town 
Pier which benefited from an English Heritage grant. The benefits of properly 
maintained and utilised buildings are already apparent, the grade II* listed 
buildings Old Town Hall and the Town Pier being perfect examples.  

3.11 When the borough was running these sizeable grant schemes, it was calculated 
that every £1 of grant aid generated additional £20 expenditure in the local 
economy. 

 

3.12 The Council has also done much to ensure that the Gravesham has little in the 
way of empty properties which, if left unchecked, can cause so much social blight 
to an area. Through its Empty Properties Working Group, use is made of 
legislative powers and of financial assistance to encourage owners of neglected 
and empty properties to bring them back in to use.   

4. Conclusion 

4.1 As with most places, Gravesham has witnessed great changes to its character 
and appearance over the years, particularly in its urban areas. Gravesend and 
Northfleet have seen mid-nineteenth century town planning for the middle classes 
come and go, swathes of Victorians day trip in an early form of tourism, and heavy 
industry along the riverfront boom and decline.  

4.2 Following a period of decline, therefore, in recent years the borough has been 
looking to reinvent itself, making best use of its assets. Those assets are 
numerous, but perhaps two stand out as offering something unique, or at least 
very special. The first is the potential for interest and investment in the town centre 
as a result of the newly-established fast rail connections to central London. In 
years to come Gravesend and the wider borough may become a magnet for those 
professionals wishing to find an affordable place to live within such a relatively 
stress-free and easy commuting distance of the capital.  
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4.3 Combined with that attribute, the second of Gravesham’s assets, perhaps 
surprisingly to some, is the quality and interest of much of its built environment, 
both rural and urban. Although no one would pretend that the borough does not 
face some social and economic challenges to its well-being, there is yet much left 
of quality from earlier times to assist in its revitalisation. As such, conservation has 
an important role to play in ensuring that the borough realises its full potential. 

 

 

  

 

 

 


