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STATEMENT by JOHN PRESTON MA(Cantab) DipTP IHBC 

Matter 2: overall spatial vision and general issues 

(representation  27303) 

Introduction 

I have been a Cambridge resident for 33 years, having previously spent 3 years here as a 
student.  I am a freelance artist, historic environment consultant and lecturer. I worked for 
the City Council for 23 years, from 1989 as a conservation officer, and then as Historic 
Environment Manager from 1994 until retirement in 2012.  From 1981 to 1989 I was a 
conservation officer first with South Cambs District Council, and then for the County 
Council advising South Cambs.    
 
My representation 27303 quoted extracts from ODPM’s “State of the English Cities” Report 
vol 1 (2006).i  This statement provides supporting references from the Cambridge case 
study (Section 4.3) in ‘State of the English Cities: The Competitive Economic Performance 
of English Cities” (DCLG 2006)ii. It also draws on my paper “Historic Cambridge – 
managing change in a historic city”, originally given in 2009 and published by ICOMOS 
Australia in Historic Environment, vol 23 no1, 2011. iii  This paper forms the Appendix. 
 

a) Is the overarching development strategy, expressed as the preferred 
sequential approach for new development, soundly based and will it deliver 
sustainable development in accordance with the policies of the National 
Planning Policy Framework? 

a.1  Before the 2006 Cambridge Local Plan, planning polices (in force since Holford’s 
1948 report) sought to protect the special character of the historic university city by 
containing its expansion and promoting new development in settlements outside the 
Green Belt which had been specifically set up to protect that historic character.  The 2006 
Plan reversed this policy, allowing major new growth areas on the edge of the city and at 
CB1.   

a.2   Also in 2006, “State of the Cities: The Competitive Economic Performance of English 
Cities” ii   identified “the key challenge” (my emphasis)  “facing the city, its business 
community, its strategic planning bodies, and its population.” as  “Managing and 
maintaining Cambridgeʼs future high-tech, knowledge based growth, whilst protecting its 
historic character – a major attraction to 4 million tourist visitors each year” (para 4.3.3) 

a.3  Major issues of environmental capacity (in terms of built form and the physical 
capacity of streets laid out for a market town not a city) in the historic core pre-date the 
2006 Plan.  However in providing for major new development areas on the edge of 
Cambridge and in the station area (CB1), the 2006 Plan did not consider the potential 
impacts of this growth on the City’s historic environment, particularly the historic core.   

a.4  There has been no strategic review of the success or failure of the 2006 Plan in 
achieving its objectives in relation to the historic environment.  While the Historic Core 
Conservation Area Appraisal (2006) introduced an award-winning conservation area 
management approach, this has not been delivered in practice, and the current review of 
this Appraisal is not due for publication until 2015. 
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a.6  This lack of strategic review is compounded by the new Local Plan (and the 
development strategy)’s underestimation and undervaluing of the quality, extent and 
contribution of the historic environment in and to Cambridge as a whole.  Although para 
1.2. of the Plan notes that Cambridge has a “world class reputation for ..its historic 
environment”; and its outstanding historic environment is noted as a “key constraint” in 
para 2.19, thereafter this world significance is barely noted, although sometimes 
acknowledged in passing, e.g. in para 2.68.   

a.7 There is little mention of the role of the historic environment in making Cambridge an 
attractive place in which to live and work. This contrasts with the 2006 State of the Cities 
report which noted Cambridge as the most “attractive city in which to work and live” 
(4.3.50): “this attractiveness derives unquestionably from the city’s historic character, as 
found in the University buildings and Colleges, and its narrow historic streets, a legacy of 
its market town role and the lack of any extensive urban redevelopment” (4.3.51).  The 
Historic Environment of the new Plan chapter notes only (para 7.20)  that the “historic 
environment.. contributes significantly to Cambridge residents’ quality of life.”   

a.8  There is no mention whatsoever of the contributions Cambridge’s historic environment 
makes, nationally and internationally, in framing perceptions of the city and the UK for 
students and visitors.iv  This omission contrasts sharply with visitcambridge’s “Cambridge 
is the country’s most beautiful historic city……Cambridge lives and breathes its past in its 
present; wander through the winding streets and follow in the steps of the city’s luminaries 
including Charles Darwin, Alfred Tennyson and Sylvia Plath to name but a few. Poets, 
philosophers, scientists, medics, engineers, prime ministers and Nobel Peace Prize 
winners have all left their mark here. 

Follow the River Cam upstream as it meanders through grassy fields to the Orchard Tea 
Gardens at Grantchester, the picture-perfect English village which poet Rupert Brooke 
famously celebrated in his 1912 poem The Old Vicarage, Grantchester. Relax in a chair 
under the canopy of blossoming fruit trees where Wittgenstein, Forster and Woolf have all 
taken tea.” 
(	  http://www.visitcambridge.org/things-to-do/architecture-and-heritage) 

a.9  Cambridge meets UNESCO’s criteria for World Heritage status, as noted by Dennis 
Rodwell  in “Conservation and Sustainability of Historic Cities”  (2007)v ; it arguably meets 
all of UNESCO’s criteria (i) to (vi) of Outstanding Universal Value. Such significance 
warrants extra-special care whether or not World Heritage status is sought or granted. 

a.10  Para 2.3 notes “the high quality landscape setting of the Cambridge Green Belt” and 
the city’s “iconic historic core” without recognising that large parts of the city including the 
river corridor are of special architectural or historic interest.  This is immediately evident 
when conservation area boundaries (barely visible on the proposals map) are highlighted 
as in fig.1.   

a.11  Fig 1 also shows adjacent South Cambs conservation areas (Grantchester to the 
south-west, Fen Ditton and Baits Bite to the north-east).  The east side of the downstream 
river corridor has conservation area status for the whole length of the historic University 
rowing race course, and also includes the location of Stourbridge fair, once the greatest 
medieval fair in Europe and the origin of “Vanity Fair”. While there is no statutory 
protection for the arguably even more historic and iconic Grantchester Meadows (the 
Grantchester conservation area boundary is tightly drawn), the meadows are protected 
from development by longstanding covenants. 
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Fig 1: the extent of Cambridge’s historic environment

 

a.12   The Plan should include a positive strategy for the historic environment of 
Cambridge, as required by NPPF para 126.  It does not meet this requirement: 

• Strategic objectives 4, 5, and 6 are statements of general good intent, but they are 
neither a historic environment strategy nor targeted to the specific needs of 
Cambridge. These objectives do not meet the requirements of NPPF para 156.  

• Objective 6 overlooks the historic environment aspects of Cambridge’s setting.   
• While para 2.5 offers “continued protection to the setting of the historic city”, it is not 

specific.   
• Para 2.13 “provides for the need to maintain important characteristics of the city, 
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including…the setting of the city” but without mentioning its historic environment.   
• It is only in para 2.19, Cambridge’s constraints, that “Cambridge’s outstanding 

historic environment, which is of international, national and local significance” is 
noted as a key constraint within the NPPF. 

a.13 This failure to provide a historic environment strategy is symptomatic of the 
undervaluing of Cambridge’s historic environment.  For a historic city of such national and 
international importance, under such great pressures, the lack of a historic environment 
strategy, and of the strategic overview and review entailed in its preparation, render the 
Plan in its present form unsound.  It is notable that the Council’s Local Development 
Scheme does not propose, let alone prioritise, the preparation of a historic environment 
strategy.  

a.14 The urgent practical need for a historic environment strategy (and why the Plan in 
its present form does not meet the requirements of NPPF paras 14 and 152) is vividly 
shown by the current uncoordinated strategic growth-related transport proposals affecting 
conservation areas within the City and South Cambs, Stourbridge Common, Ditton 
Meadows, and the setting of the Grade I listed Leper Chapel.  New transport routes (the 
Guided Bus from Chesterton station to Newmarket Rd, and the Chisholm cycle trail river) 
will both involve bridges to the east of the railway bridge.  Also, the guided bus route (as 
first shown in the 2006 Transport strategy) was proposed and approved on an alignment 
crossing Newmarket Road in the exact location of the Grade I listed building, without any 
consideration of the implications.  The Chisholm trail (see my representation 28054 to 
Policy 80) involves 2 possible new bridge locations to the east of the railway bridge, in the 
same area as the guided bus crossing and uncoordinated with it.  The recent consultation 
on options for the Chisholm trail bridge did not even mention the historic environment or 
possible issues.  The major historic environment impacts of such proposals can only be 
assessed and mitigated within the context of a strategic approach to the historic 
environment.   

The site of the 2006 Transport strategy guided bus route, and the Leper Chapel (Grade I)  

 

 
    c)  Are the Plans founded on a robust and credible evidence base?  

c.1  Not in relation to the historic environment.  The Plan does not reference the Council’s 
Conservation Area Appraisals and evidence therein.   This oversight is particularly 
regrettable given that all of the Council’s Conservation Areas are now covered by 
Appraisals: Historic Core (2006); Storeys Way (2007); De Freville Avenue (2009); 
Chesterton and Ferry Lane (2009); Conduit Head Road (2009); Trumpington (2010); Mill 
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Road (2011); West Cambridge (2011); Castle and Victoria (2012); Riverside and 
Stourbridge (2012); New Town and Glisson Road (2012); Brooklands Avenue (2013); 
Newnham Croft (2013); Southacre (2013); The Kite (2014). These Appraisals provide a 
ready-made evidence base for identifying strategic historic environment issues and 
developing a historic environment strategy.   

Conclusions 

The development strategy is not soundly based, and will not deliver sustainable 
development in accordance with the NPPF, because 

1) The Plan’s Vision for Cambridge grossly underestimates and undervalues the 
quality, extent and contribution of the historic environment to Cambridge. 

2) The strategy gives insufficient recognition to the special quality and international 
significance of Cambridge’s historic environment (NPPF paras 7 and 9) 

3) The strategy does not consider or mitigate adverse impacts on the historic 
environment of strategic challenges or proposals, both within the proposed strategy 
and arising from the 2006 Local Plan. (NPPF paras 14 and 152). 

4) The Plan does not include a positive strategy for the conservation of the historic 
environment as required by NPPF para 126. 

5) The Plan sets no strategic priorities for the conservation of the historic environment 
as required by NPPF para 156.  

Given this fundamental lack of soundness, it would not be appropriate nor have I been 
able to suggest individual changes to the text.   
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APPENDIX	  2	  	  	  	  “Historic Cambridge – managing change in a historic city” 
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i	  http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/EIUA/EIUA_Docs/StateoftheEnglishCities_-‐_Volume_1.pdf	  
ii	  State	  of	  the	  Cities	  :	  The Competitive Economic Performance of English Cities 
http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/regeneration/pdf/153232.pdf	  
iii	  http://australia.icomos.org/publications/historic-‐environment/he-‐vol-‐23-‐no-‐1-‐2011-‐
historic-‐cities/	  
	  
iv	  e.g.	  the	  current	  (to	  31	  October	  2014)	  exhibition	  about	  the	  Chinese	  poet	  Xu	  Zhimo,	  who	  was	  
a	  research	  student	  at	  Cambridge,	  which	  has	  attracted	  great	  Chinese	  interest	  	  
http://www.kings.cam.ac.uk/events/exhibitions.html	  
v	  Rodwell,	  D	  	  	  Conservation	  and	  Sustainability	  in	  Historic	  Cities”	  	  Wiley	  Blackwell	  2007	  p76	  
caption	  to	  fig	  4.11	  


