
 
 

Written evidence submitted by Historic England (PBB03) 

PARLIAMENTARY BUILDINGS (RESTORATION & RENEWAL) BILL – COMMITTEE STAGE 

Summary 

• The Palace of Westminster is one of the United Kingdom’s most famous landmarks, 

attracting thousands of tourists every day. The building is at serious risk of decay so 

repairs are overdue and urgent and the Palace needs to be adapted for 21st century 

use. 

• The very reason that Parliament is committed to investing billions of pounds on the 

Restoration and Renewal Programme is to protect the Palace and its historic legacy for 

future generations.   

• The Joint Committee recommended that the Bill recognise the significant heritage 

which the Palace of Westminster embodies.  The Government welcomed this 

recommendation in principle yet ‘heritage’ is still not listed in the Bill as a specific 

matter that the Sponsor Body should have regard to. 

• Historic England has a strong record of promoting good quality, creative solutions to 

make access to historic buildings easier.  We are best able to do this when we have 

been engaged in the design process early enough to influence proposals constructively. 

Historic England’s position 

1. Historic England is the public body that helps people care for, enjoy and celebrate England’s 

spectacular historic environment, from beaches and battlefields to parks and pie shops. We 

protect, champion and save the places that define who we are and where we’ve come from 

as a nation. Historic England’s role in the planning process is to advise local planning 

authorities on the impact of proposals for change affecting listed places. 

2. During debates about Restoration and Renewal, we have heard the misconception that 

heritage is a barrier to access.  We believe that good quality access can enhance our 

understanding of the historic environment and ensure its sustainability.  With the right 

kind of thought and discussion, a way can be found round almost any barrier.  At Historic 

England we expect there to be tensions between elements of historical significance and 

modernisation to make the building fit for purpose and future generations, but we are 

well used to working constructively with development teams on creative solutions to 

resolve any difficulties. 

3. Historic England made representations to the Joint Select Committee, which we were 

pleased to see were accepted by that body in their final report. However the Bill has not 

been altered to take on these specific recommendations of the Joint Select Committee so 

we would like to raise these key points with the Public Bill Committee.    

 

 

What should the Sponsor Body ‘have regard to’? 

http://www.historicengland.org.uk/


 
 

 

4. In our submission to the Joint Select Committee, we made the case for heritage to be 

included within the short set of priorities that the Sponsor Body (in Paragraph 2 (4)) must 

have regard to.  The list is short but substantial, encompassing value for money, safety 

during the works, protection of the environment, access for people with disabilities, 

access for all visitors, and provision for education.  As this list includes concerns that could 

already be enforced by existing statutes (especially disabled access) as well as less formal 

aims, it seems remarkable that it does not include a recognition of the heritage status of 

the site to be considered as part of the balance. 

The right time to have the heritage status in mind 

5. The Government response to the Joint Select Committee report argued that, as the 

applications will go through the planning system, the status of the site will be fully 

considered in the usual way (Response 2.14).  Our experience tells us that, even the 

warmest relationships between the client and external partners (which the Joint Select 

Committee rightly stressed) are not a substitute for the Sponsor Body having its duties 

comprehensively spelled out from the outset: the process of thought naturally starts long 

before the process of making even the first approaches to the planning ‘system’.  The 

better the heritage significance is understood early on, the more confidence the Sponsor 

Body can have in making judgements on what constitutes ‘reasonable adjustments’ when 

developing proposals. 

Recommendation 

6. Our recommendation is that the Bill should make this explicit, in the form of a clause 

stating that the Sponsor Body must have regard to: 

…the need to conserve and sustain the outstanding architectural, archaeological and 

historical significance of the Palace of Westminster, including the Outstanding Universal 

Value of the World Heritage Site. 

7. There have been counter-arguments that such a clause would ‘restrict’ the Sponsor Body 

and be used to prevent full disabled access from being achieved. We strongly reject this 

assumption and we have compiled a number of prominent examples (see Appendix) to 

illustrate our point.    

8. The Government’s Response to the Joint Select Committee specifically rejected the 

reference to the World Heritage Site on the grounds that this might be misinterpreted 

(Response 2.12). The reference was made because UNESCO, which designates World 

Heritage Sites, takes an active interest in the Restoration & Renewal project, and the 

statement of Outstanding Universal Value is a reminder of the very wide recognition which 

Parliament receives as an institution, not simply as a building.  We do not agree that this 



 
 

reference would be problematic but if this reference were to act to prevent the adoption 

of the clause we would suggest a simpler version: 

“…the need to conserve and sustain the outstanding architectural, archaeological and 

historical significance of the Palace of Westminster.” 

 

June 2019 

 

APPENDIX:  HERITAGE AND ACCESS 

Conservation, for Historic England, is a constructive process.  As society changes, our 

purpose is not usually to preserve major buildings exactly as they are, but to see that the 

best of what these places are (the significance) survives the process of making them effective 

and relevant. 

Historic England believes in making ‘reasonable adjustments’ to historic buildings to increase 

access and make it dignified. Examples abound in which we have facilitated this process on 

very sensitive sites, and some of these projects have similarities to the Houses of Parliament. 

A. Recent examples of Historic England involvement in increasing access to historic 

buildings: 

 

1. Lincoln Castle (Grade I and Scheduled Monument) 

A complex series of changes to a Grade I listed building with significant archaeology and 

Medieval fabric, as well as later institutional buildings from the site’s lengthy use for justice 

and confinement. Historic England accepted the need for change and worked actively with 

the clients to accommodate greatly increased access to the Walls and a new Magna Carta 

installation. 



 
 

 

The wall walk at Lincoln Castle 

https://www.visitlincoln.com/things-to-do/lincoln-castle 

https://www.building.co.uk/main-navigation/lincoln-castle-taking-liberties/5074193.article 

  

https://www.visitlincoln.com/things-to-do/lincoln-castle
https://www.building.co.uk/main-navigation/lincoln-castle-taking-liberties/5074193.article


 
 

2. Manchester Town Hall (Grade I) 

A £330 million scheme to renovate this massive Victorian civic building will begin shortly. 

Historic England has agreed important changes to the front entrance to facilitate access, and 

internally to reach the main level, with insertion of new lifts. The Town Hall’s plan is clever 

but leaves little ‘wiggle room’ so the solutions will be plainly visible. 

 

A computer model of the Town Hall showing its constricted plan 

https://www.ft.com/content/595fd5e2-802e-11e8-bc55-50daf11b720d 

3. Westminster Abbey – Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Gallery (Grade I) 

This spectacular scheme could hardly have been fitted into a more sensitive location, but 

Historic England was pleased that Ptolemy Dean, the Abbey’s Surveyor, found a discreet 

location for a new tower which provides access for all to the triforium with its new exhibition 

of the Abbey’s treasures. 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/595fd5e2-802e-11e8-bc55-50daf11b720d


 
 

Section, looking east, through Westminster Abbey showing the new Weston Tower and 

Triforium Galleries 

4. Winchester Cathedral – South Transept (Grade I) 

The Dean and Chapter of Winchester gave their architect, Nick Cox, a complex challenge to 

house the Winchester Bible and exhibitions on their many royal burials in the beautiful South 

Transept.  This required a new lift to be put through the vault. 

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/caring-for-heritage/places-of-

worship/cathedrals/winchester/ 

https://www.nickcoxarchitects.co.uk/winchester-kings-and-scribes2 

 

Winchester Cathedral South Transept showing new lift to triforium 

 

5. King’s Cross Station (Grade I) 

This station stood badly in need of a new concourse and this has been provided to the west 

of the original building.  While primarily needed to improve circulation, it is in the grand 

tradition of stylish railway engineering. The circulation itself has been re-thought to create 

clear and legible routes of circulation through the station and easy flows that have helped 

to enhance the passenger experience for all. As part of this, the former platform overbridge 

was replaced with a fully accessible new bridge that provides easy lift and escalator access 

to the platforms from the secondary mezzanine level.  

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/caring-for-heritage/places-of-worship/cathedrals/winchester/
https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/caring-for-heritage/places-of-worship/cathedrals/winchester/
https://www.nickcoxarchitects.co.uk/winchester-kings-and-scribes2


 
 

6. St Pancras Station (Grade I) 

This station has been even more radically transformed with its main circulation beneath the 

platforms. Here, lifts and ramps serve the passengers who, while waiting, have a deeper 

experience of the station than the travellers of earlier times and an easy transition to and 

from the Underground. 

7. St Paul’s Cathedral – North Transept Access (Grade I) 

A proposal to resolve the long-standing issue of dignified access to St Paul’s was approved 

by English Heritage (now Historic England) in 2010 and has recently been refreshed in the 

light of changes to the regulations for wheelchair access. Here the major work to the North 

Transept steps will be added above the existing structure, which could in future be 

uncovered again. 

 

Sketch view of access proposals for the North Transept porch of St Paul’s Cathedral, 2017 

 

B. Reading  

See especially: Easy Access to Historic Buildings (Historic England 2015):  

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/easy-access-to-historic-

buildings/heag010-easy-access-to-historic-buildings/ 

‘Equality of Access Works to Listed Buildings and Other Heritage Assets’ – Advice on Historic 

England website:  

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/hpg/compliantworks/equalityofaccess/ 

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/easy-access-to-historic-buildings/heag010-easy-access-to-historic-buildings/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/easy-access-to-historic-buildings/heag010-easy-access-to-historic-buildings/
https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/hpg/compliantworks/equalityofaccess/


 
 

SN/SP/3007: Disabled Access to Historic and Listed Buildings (House of Commons Library 

2013) 

 


