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The Trouble with Significance 

An essay on the relationship between Significance, Harm and Setting 

Significance is, in terms of our common heritage, central to the way in which we make decisions 

about change.  In this essay I examine the curious relationship between significance and harm in 

national policy and guidance.  I also look at the way that setting, as a concept, has lost its 

independence.  I propose minor changes to the guidance that would be consistent with the law, and 

that have the potential to simplify decision making. 
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THE TROUBLE WITH SIGNIFICANCE 

Significance derives not only from a heritage 

asset’s physical presence, but also from its 

setting. 

National Planning Policy Framework, 2019.  

 

n an earlier essay called The Harm 

Paradox1 I suggested that there was a 

closer philosophical relationship between 

harm and significance, in heritage terms, than 

might at first appear.  I also hinted that there 

may be a Significance Paradox, and there are 

certainly some aspects of significance that can 

be thought of as paradoxical.  I have come to 

think of Significance (capitalised 

intentionally2) as the troubled relation of 

Harm.  Significance was meant to be the good 

guy, the essence of the asset, the passive thing 

we are all striving to preserve or conserve.  

But the National Planning Policy Framework 

has given particularly strong powers to 

Significance.  Policy has been written so that 

Significance can bend or warp the Scale of 

Harm (insofar as such a scale exists at all) and 

                                                           
1 Circulated on LinkedIn during early May 2019 
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/jonathan-edis-
1260a922_the-harm-paradox-activity-
6530338120817344512-iH2s 
2 I have sometimes given Significance, Harm and Setting 
the benefit of capital letters in this essay, where the 

it can hold Setting to account without even 

being questioned, as I will explain in due 

course.  Whether the role played by 

Significance has been cast correctly, or 

whether it is playing an artificial part as a 

legacy of the hasty drafting of PPS53 in 2010 I 

cannot say, but it appears to be here to stay.  

To quote Basil Fawlty, this is not a dream.  We 

are stuck with it. 

Bending the Scale of Harm  

ince I wrote The Harm Paradox in 

April 2019 it has been confirmed by the 

Ministry of Housing, Communities and 

Local Government that the extent of harm to 

the significance of a heritage asset may vary 

and that it should be clearly articulated.4  This 

wonderfully incisive direction is long overdue 

but nevertheless welcome.  I shall say more 

about Harm, but I start by pointing out that 

Significance has already interfered with Harm 

before we start articulating anything about it 

on our own account.  The interference starts to 

occur in paragraph 194 of the Framework, 

where six types of designated heritage asset 

context appears to give them an almost human 
personality. 
3 Planning Policy Statement 5, Planning for the Historic 
Environment, now cancelled. 
4 National Planning Practice Guidance, paragraph 18a-
018-20190723. 
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(excluding Conservation Areas) are divided 

into two groups for the purposes of discussing 

total loss or substantial harm, thus: 

“Any harm to, or loss of, the significance of a 

designated heritage asset (from its alteration 

or destruction, or from development within its 

setting), should require clear and convincing 

justification. Substantial harm to or loss of: 

grade II listed buildings, or grade II registered 

parks or gardens, should be exceptional; 

assets of the highest significance, notably 

scheduled monuments, protected wreck sites, 

registered battlefields, grade I and II* listed 

buildings, grade I and II* registered parks and 

gardens, and World Heritage Sites, should be 

wholly exceptional.”   

Leaving aside the fact that it would have been 

much more helpful if we had been told what to 

do in cases of less than substantial harm (since 

the overwhelming majority of cases involve 

less than substantial harm rather than the 

virtually extinct volcano that is substantial 

harm) it seems to me that we must infer from 

paragraph 194 that the designated heritage 

assets described in sub-paragraph (a) are less 

                                                           
5 Perhaps Significance felt that it should have been more 
formally introduced to us, rather than being relegated to 
the Glossary of the Framework.  At least Significance 

sensitive to change than the other designated 

heritage assets described in sub-paragraph (b).  

Some people may tell me that I am wrong to 

make that inference, but in answer to that I can 

only say that the distinction must have been 

made for a reason.  Rather than being 

introduced to Harm in straightforward terms, 

we find that Significance has soon interrupted 

the conversation to whisper in our ear that we 

are to think of substantial harm as being less 

acceptable in some circumstances than others.  

There was no apparent need for that 

interruption, since we had barely got to know 

about Harm after its rather coy arrival in 

paragraph 193 of the Framework, but it is clear 

that Significance wanted to be heard.5  At any 

rate, it seems that those who drafted the 

Framework were eager to qualify some aspects 

of Harm by reference to Significance.  That is 

why I have called this part of my essay 

Bending the Scale of Harm.  I think of it rather 

as though light is bent or distorted, over 

astronomical distances, by gravity.  Harm is 

not a free particle.  Substantial harm is 

qualified, and in some sense influenced from 

the outset, by reference to heritage assets of 

differing significance.  That interests me, 

benefits from a definition in that document, which is 
more than can be said for Harm.  



 

THE TROUBLE WITH SIGNIFICANCE 

because I would have thought that less than 

substantial harm ought to have been capable of 

sub-categorisation in the same way as 

substantial harm, if the intervention of 

Significance had any relevance at all.  The fact 

that the Framework is silent on the point is 

curious, and leaves me wondering whether 

Significance left something unsaid in the 

notional introductory conversation to which I 

allude.  Either that, or the intervention by 

Significance in paragraph 194 of the 

Framework was superfluous.  

It may be, of course, that Significance simply 

has nothing to say about less than substantial 

harm.  However, it pipes up again, happily 

enough, in paragraph 197 of the Framework, 

this time in connection with non-designated 

heritage assets.  We started our conversation 

with Harm in paragraphs 194, 195 and 196 of 

the Framework, interrupted in places by 

Significance, but by paragraph 197 we find 

that Significance has taken over completely.  

The whole paragraph is focused on 

Significance, and Harm is told, perhaps a little 

dismissively, that in the case of non-

                                                           
6 My memory tells me that the wording in what is now 
paragraph 201 of the Framework had to be amended to 
deter some people from believing that it was the 
Government’s intention that unlisted buildings in 
Conservation Areas were designated heritage assets in 
their own right (or, alternatively, from believing that 

designated heritage assets it is simply a matter 

of making a balanced judgment.  Later on, in 

paragraph 201 of the Framework, Harm is 

again put in its place by Significance bossing 

everyone about on the subject of World 

Heritage Sites and Conservation Areas.6  It is 

as though two nervous guests at a party are 

urgently trying to talk over one another.  The 

two strands become interwoven.  You may tell 

me that this was intentional, or you may say it 

is merely poor drafting.  You may take one of 

those views and then say, further, that it does 

not matter in any event.  Perhaps few people 

notice this in their day-to-day application of 

the Framework.  But I think it does matter.  I 

think that Harm and Significance have 

developed an odd relationship, and that 

clarifications in the guidance would be of 

assistance.  Small changes in drafting would 

save a lot of hot air and printer cartridges.  We 

might then be better able to focus our 

professional judgment on the implications of 

change, rather than on the formulaic and 

largely pointless regurgitation of grey 

literature about our heritage. 

substantial harm would automatically be caused to the 
significance of a Conservation Area as a result of the 
demolition of an unlisted building within it).  The 
alternatives depended on whether the people in 
question were following the conversation as it was led 
by Harm or by Significance, or by both at the same time.   
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In the absence of an officially published or 

sanctioned Scale of Harm it was only a matter 

of time before someone invented one.  For all I 

know, several attempts have already been 

made, but the only one that I am aware of is 

being trialled by Heritage Collective as I write.  

It appears in tabular form at the end of this 

essay, and it needs a health warning.  There is 

nothing particularly innovative about it, and it 

simply builds on the themes in paragraphs 193 

to 196 of the Framework with a bit more detail 

thrown in.  Unsurprisingly, the detail is largely 

in the part of the scale that deals with less than 

substantial harm, which is where almost all the 

arguments happen.  The odd thing is that the 

scale can only apply to harm involving 

designated heritage assets.  That is because 

non-designated heritage assets do not respond 

to the same categories of harm as designated 

heritage assets – namely, less than substantial 

harm, substantial harm, and total loss.7  I 

touched on this backwater of logic in The 

Harm Paradox, and now I look at the Scale of 

Harm itself, in tabular form, I am bound to say 

that it looks like it has been influenced by 

Significance.  Indeed, if I half close my eyes I 

might be persuaded that I was looking at a 

Scale of Significance, but for a difference in 

                                                           
7 I have encountered some people who for some reason 
or other are in denial about this. 

language.  If you do not believe me, consider 

how few people would notice or object if a 

row were to be added at the bottom of the 

table, dealing with the balancing exercise for 

non-designated heritage assets as it is 

expressed in paragraph 197 of the 

Framework.8  

Perhaps the relationship between Harm and 

Significance does not matter after all.  Maybe 

it is me, rather than Significance, who is 

troubled.  But in truth I believe that 

Significance has an unhealthy relationship 

with Harm in the Framework, and I believe it 

to be particularly unhelpful when dealing with 

cases involving change within the setting of 

heritage assets.  Setting is the subject to which 

I turn next.    

Setting is a vassal to Significance 

ore ink has been spilt on the 

subject of setting than on almost 

any other aspect of heritage 

protection, and as someone who has 

contributed their fair share of that ink I now 

wonder why setting should be so controversial.  

Is it really the case that people nowadays are 

more sensitive than their ancestors to change 

8 If you still do not believe me, try adding that row and 
see what happens. 

M 
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affecting the surroundings of heritage assets?  

Does the populace at large lie awake at night, 

worrying that the significance of heritage 

assets is not adequately protected?  Or is all 

that fretting about setting something that 

breaks out as a local rash of articulate 

disapproval in response to unwelcome 

development, only to subside again as the 

issue resolves itself one way or the other? 

Everyone seems to be involved in setting now, 

certainly in the fields of planning, heritage, 

archaeology, landscape and architecture.  If 

you are not putting the final touches to your 

latest setting assessment, between loading the 

washing machine and turning on EastEnders, 

then you are not really trying.  Setting has 

taken over our lives, to the point where it too 

deserves to be introduced with a capital letter, 

like Harm and Significance.  So great is the 

power of Setting that it seems capable of 

killing any kind of development dead in its 

tracks, including renewable energy schemes, 

new settlements, tall buildings, short buildings, 

commercial and industrial infrastructure, and 

much more.  Instead of ordering those Make 

your own Will kits from Amazon we might 

soon be ordering Make your own Setting kits, 

                                                           
9 “GPA3” – The Setting of Heritage Assets, Historic 
England, 2017. 

complete with a free checklist from GPA39 to 

add to the excitement of it all.10 

Setting, however, is not a free agent, despite 

the apparently supernatural powers that it 

brings to the party.  Its hands have been bound 

by the Framework such that it is a vassal to 

Significance.  If Significance has interjected in 

the matter of Harm, as I have described above, 

it has positively captured Setting and given it 

an ancillary role.  In the rest of my essay I will 

explore how the curious relationship between 

Setting and Significance came about, and I 

will pose the question as to whether Setting 

should be set free once again.  By weakening 

the artificial and over-complex relationship 

between Setting and Significance that has 

become mutely accepted over the last decade 

or so, we might be better placed to understand 

Harm, Significance and Setting as concepts in 

their own right. 

In essence, the problem is relatively simple, 

and it lies partly in the definitions of Setting 

and Significance in the Framework, which we 

10 In irreverent moments, some heritage specialists 
could be forgiven for thinking of the steps and checklists 
in GPA3 as an artist might think of Paint by Numbers.  
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now all know almost by heart.  The first11 

definition, of Setting, reads as follows: 

“The surroundings in which a heritage asset is 

experienced. Its extent is not fixed and may 

change as the asset and its surroundings 

evolve. Elements of a setting may make a 

positive or negative contribution to the 

significance of an asset, may affect the ability 

to appreciate that significance or may be 

neutral.” 

The second definition, of Significance, reads 

as follows: 

“The value of a heritage asset to this and 

future generations because of its heritage 

interest. The interest may be archaeological, 

architectural, artistic or historic. Significance 

derives not only from a heritage asset’s 

physical presence, but also from its setting. 

For World Heritage Sites, the cultural value 

described within each site’s Statement of 

                                                           
11 The order in which the definitions appear does not 
matter, for present purposes.  
12 See GPA3, page 4. 
13 There is some tension here.  The definition of 
Significance in the Glossary of the Framework does not 
explicitly say that Setting is one of the four main 
components of Significance, but it does state that 
Significance can derive from Setting. Paragraphs 18a-
006-20190723, 18a-018-20190723 and 18a-031-
20190723 of National Planning Practice Guidance also 
say that Significance can derive from Setting. 

Outstanding Universal Value forms part of its 

significance.” 

It is perfectly clear, therefore, that we are to 

understand Setting as being in some sense a 

window looking into Significance.  Setting is 

not itself a heritage asset, nor a heritage 

designation.12  It is not a component of 

Significance, as such.13  Rather, Setting has 

become subservient to Significance.  The 

primary object of our attention, when we look 

for the presence or extent of Harm, is 

Significance rather than Setting.  Instead of 

dealing with Setting in a straightforward way, 

as the law prescribes,14 we are invited by 

national policy and guidance to go through 

two linked stages in which Setting pays tribute 

to Significance.  When we delineate 

Significance we are, metaphorically, holding 

up a Claude glass (that is, Setting) in order to 

see and interpret and paint what is over our 

shoulder.15  We have no alternative but to build 

14 Sections 16(2) and 66(1) of the Planning (Listed 
Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 all require 
Setting to be the object of a duty on the part of the 
decision maker.  They do not say that Setting is a 
component or aspect of special interest (that is, 
Significance, to use equivalent contemporary language) 
but rather that it is something to be considered in its 
own right.   
15 I would not wish my analogy to be taken as meaning 
that setting is an exclusively visual concept.  I am aware 
of recent cases in the Courts that remind us otherwise, 
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this artificial step into our assessments, 

whether it is relevant or not.  We are forced to 

state what the Significance of a heritage asset 

may be, and Setting is now a vehicle to that 

end rather than an end in itself. 

In the last decade or so, we have become 

progressively more used to understanding 

Setting as the surroundings within which 

Significance is experienced.  I myself have no 

particular issue with that proposition, in those 

cases where it is relevant and helpful to think 

of Setting in that way.  It is usually a 

straightforward matter to approach a simple 

case, where there is a single heritage asset (an 

isolated Listed Building, for example) by 

reference to the current guidance.  Problems 

begin to arise, however, when there are 

multiple assets with interrelated or overlapping 

settings.  This is because it is necessary to go 

through the two linked stages of assessment, 

that I have described above, time after time in 

relation to each asset.  Woe betide the 

applicant for planning permission, or the 

decision maker, who misses a step when 

assessing the effect of change on maybe ten, 

twenty, or more, heritage assets.  The least 

punishment will be a scolding consultation 

                                                           
and I am familiar with the oft-quoted references in 
guidance documents to the depredations of noise, dust 
and vibration.  

letter for being so negligent, and the greatest 

will be a rough ride in a public inquiry - or 

worse, in the Courts.  Formula has been given 

priority over common sense and good 

judgment.  Planning inspectors must be bored 

stiff with heritage evidence that mechanically 

describes the significance of endless assets in 

turn, and then equally mechanically describes 

how each setting contributes to our 

appreciation of each aspect of significance.  

They must dread the moment when they have 

to encapsulate enough of that information 

succinctly in an appeal decision letter or report 

that is safe from challenge.  Yes, we have a 

method that we can understand, and that 

works, but it becomes very cumbersome when 

dealing with more than two or three heritage 

assets.  Unfortunately, it has contributed to a 

culture where we risk becoming more intent 

on tripping each other up on the methodology 

than we are on testing whether our 

professional judgment is reasonable.  

Staying with the subject of judgment, for a 

moment longer, I am going to stick my neck 

out and say that the significance of a heritage 

asset can often be more easily harmed by a 

direct physical change to the asset itself, than 
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by a change within its setting.  I do not 

propose to apologise for that observation, and I 

do not intend to give lengthy justification or 

reasoning.  That is because I believe it to be a 

perfectly reasonable and rational thing to say.  

There is abundant and overwhelming evidence 

to support my proposition.  My point here is 

that decision makers can make judgments 

about physical change by direct reference to an 

erosion of Significance, but when dealing with 

non-physical change they cannot simply say 

that Setting has been the subject of Harm.  

Instead, they have to decide, by way of two 

stages, whether Significance has been the 

subject of Harm as a result of a change within 

Setting.  I think decision makers would be 

more comfortable if they had the freedom to 

choose to form their judgments, in such cases, 

on the basis of one stage – that is, Harm to 

Setting rather than Harm to Significance (via 

Setting).  Frankly, I am of the view that some 

of their conclusions would be more credible 

and robust if the guidance were to be so 

amended and simplified.        

Before I turn to possible remedies for these 

ills, I wish to point out that I can see why 

GPA3 tells us that Setting is not itself a 

heritage asset, or a heritage designation.  If 

GPA3 did not say so, we might inadvertently 

start to look for the significance of a setting.  

Heaven forbid that we should do so under the 

current guidance, because we would never 

finish our setting assessments (or are they 

significance assessments?).  But hold that 

thought for a moment.  Setting is not a heritage 

asset or designation in its own right, within the 

meaning in the Framework, but is it capable of 

being an independent concept in its own right, 

released from its vassalage to Significance?  

The law, no less, tells us that it does have that 

capacity, so perhaps reference to the law is our 

remedy. 

Possible remedies 

 am not suggesting that the Framework, or 

any other document, should be amended 

so as to completely disassociate Setting 

from Significance.  There are many cases 

where the setting of a heritage asset really does 

contribute something to its significance, and 

where assessments and decisions can focus on 

that as the main issue.  Equally, I can think of 

examples where the setting of a heritage asset 

is not up to much.  In those instances even the 

exhaustive checklist in Step 2 of GPA3 fails to 

breathe much life into the corpse.  Why we 

should be shackled to a process when the 

bleeding obvious is before our very eyes (to 

paraphrase Basil Fawlty again) is a mystery.  

A large part of our obsession with Setting, and 

I 
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much of the complexity of GPA3,16 derives 

from the fact that we are forcing ourselves to 

arrive at judgments about changes to 

Significance by circuitous routes.  If we relax, 

and behave normally (as they did in 1990 

when the most relevant legislation connected 

with Setting was enacted17) a large part of the 

problem might go away. 

Much good could be done by giving everyone 

the option of dealing with Significance or 

Setting, according to the circumstances of the 

matter in hand, and in conformity with the law.  

This could be achieved quite easily by very 

minor modifications to paragraphs 193 to 197 

of the Framework.18  In its present form 

paragraph 193 reads as follows: 

“When considering the impact of a proposed 

development on the significance of a 

designated heritage asset, great weight should 

be given to the asset’s conservation (and the 

more important the asset, the greater the 

weight should be). This is irrespective of 

whether any potential harm amounts to 

substantial harm, total loss or less than 

substantial harm to its significance.” 

                                                           
16 I calculate that GPA3 contains some 8,000 words, 
getting on for twice the length of this essay. 
17 Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 
1990. 

I respectfully suggest that my alternative 

wording below (with corresponding 

adjustments referring to setting in paragraphs 

194 to 197 of the Framework) would save us 

all a lot of heartache: 

“When considering the impact of a proposed 

development on the significance or setting of a 

designated heritage asset, great weight should 

be given to the asset’s conservation (and the 

more important the asset, the greater the 

weight should be). This is irrespective of 

whether any potential harm amounts to 

substantial harm, total loss or less than 

substantial harm to its significance or 

setting.” 

Some readers will say that this will not work – 

that Significance must be the sole object of the 

assessment because it is the kernel that 

contains the essential components of historic 

interest, architectural interest, archaeological 

interest and artistic interest.  I challenge that 

view by saying that if the setting of an asset 

also has those values (historic interest, etc) in 

itself then the assessment can safely be short-

circuited.  In other words, the assessor and 

18 Some small adjustments might be needed to other 
definitions as well, including any official definition of 
Harm that might appear in the future. 
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decision maker could, in my revisionist 

scenario, be entitled to form judgments 

directly on the basis of substantial harm, or 

less than substantial harm, to the setting of a 

heritage asset   That would not in itself make 

Setting a heritage asset.  But the process would 

encourage the assessor to form a qualitative 

judgment about the setting of a heritage asset, 

rather than to regard it as merely the 

surroundings within which the significance of 

a heritage asset is experienced or appreciated.  

That would be no bad thing.  It would require 

us to distinguish more clearly between those 

settings that are of real or intrinsic value, and 

those that are not.  In cases where the setting is 

not itself of particular value, there would still 

be the opportunity to consider whether the 

essential significance of the asset itself might 

be harmed by way of a change within its 

setting.  It is not a revolutionary proposition, 

because it worked before the days of PPS5 and 

the Framework.  It could work again, in a 

suitably refined and considered form.  It is 

already written into the law.      

As to my earlier point about Significance and 

Harm talking over each other, and getting 

themselves into something of a tangle, the only 

comprehensive remedy would be to re-draft 

                                                           
19 I am grateful to my fellow directors for permission to 
reproduce Heritage Collective’s Scale of Harm. 

the whole of Chapter 16 of the Framework, 

something that I do not think is likely in the 

near future.  If it ever happens, fishing the 

definition of Significance out of the Glossary 

and putting it at the start of the discussion 

would help.  It is a fundamental part of the 

discourse.  After all, we are forever being told 

about the structure within which heritage 

assessments should be laid out, so it is only 

fair that the principal guidance should follow 

an equally logical sequence.  An official Scale 

of Harm would also be nice, ideally in a form 

that tells us more about Harm, and less about 

Significance.  

Postscript 

 am grateful to those people who read and 

commented on my earlier essay, The 

Harm Paradox, which was distributed on 

my personal LinkedIn page in May 2019.  The 

essay was the subject of enjoyable and fruitful 

discussion with an invited group of about 

thirty planning consultants in London in 

September, and it has informed the preparation 

of a tabular Scale of Harm, devised within and 

used primarily by Heritage Collective.19  The 

Scale of Harm is set out on the final page of 

this essay, after the acknowledgements.  It is 

I 
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applicable only to harm affecting designated 

heritage assets.  It is what it says it is - a Scale 

of Harm.  It is not a scale of significance or 

change or sensitivity or impact - probably. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the author: Jonathan Edis has been in continuous 

employment in the heritage sector since 1982. He is a 

director of HCUK Group, a multi-disciplinary company 

specialising in archaeological consultancy, heritage 

assessment, landscape assessment, and planning.  The 

views expressed in this essay are his own, and should 

not be taken to represent the opinions or policies of any 

company of which he is a director, or any organisation of 

which he is a member. 

Acknowledgements: I am grateful to friends who 

commented on earlier drafts of this essay, and who 

made helpful suggestions and corrections.  Any residual 

errors are my own.  Thanks also go to my wife for her 

patience as I sit peering at my keyboard. 

Front image: Detail of the effigy of either Ella FitzLewis 

or Joan Fermor, wife of Sir John Mordaunt (he married 

twice) in the Church of All Saints, Turvey, Bedfordshire.  

Photograph by Jonathan Edis 2019. 

Back Image: Detail of the effigy of John, second baron 

Mordaunt, who died in 1571, in the Church of All Saints, 

Turvey, Bedfordshire.  Photograph by Jonathan Edis 

2019. 

All rights reserved © 2019 Jonathan Edis 

 

  



 

THE TROUBLE WITH SIGNIFICANCE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scale of Harm 

Total Loss 
Total removal of the significance of the designated heritage 

asset. 

Substantial Harm 
Serious harm that would drain away or vitiate the significance of 

the designated heritage asset. 

Less than Substantial Harm 

High level harm that could be serious, but not so serious as to 

vitiate or drain away the significance of the designated heritage 

asset. 

Medium level harm, not necessarily serious to the significance 

of the designated heritage asset, but enough to be described as 

noticeable or material. 

Low level harm that does not seriously affect the significance of 

the designated heritage asset.  

 

The Scale of Harm as currently trialled by Heritage Collective (Heritage Collective © 2019).  It 

almost goes without saying that minimal or negligible harm, as defined recently in The Queen on 

the application of James Hall and Company Limited v City of Bradford Metropolitan District 

Council and Co-Operative Group Limited [2019] EWHC 2899 (Admin), would fall into the “Low 

level harm” bracket at the bottom of this table as it stands at present.  
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